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“I want to advise people who want to be rebel fighters,
young soldiers, that they should learn from what we have

gone through, which is too sad an experience.Those
children younger than we are should never again be

involved in such a life anymore. . . .What I have seen
and undergone is not for a child to experience.”

—Arthur, young soldier from Sierra Leone

They are part of rebel factions, national armies, paramilitaries,

and other armed groups and are entrenched in some of the

most violent conflicts around the globe. They are in some ways

still children—yet, from Afghanistan to Sierra Leone to Northern

Ireland, you can find them among the fighters.Why? 

Young Soldiers explores the reasons that adolescents who are

neither physically forced nor abducted choose to join armed

groups. Drawing on in-depth interviews with the soldiers

themselves, the authors challenge conventional wisdom to offer a

thought-provoking account of the role that war, poverty,

education, politics, identity, family, and friends all play in driving

these young men and women to join military life.
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I think it is the first and perhaps last occasion that I have an
opportunity to say my experience and words. . . . I thank you 
for coming here to record our voice and our life story.

� Ali, Afghanistan
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T he world is currently witnessing a grave trend in the form of more
than 300,000 children actively involved in armed conflicts. 
With the adoption, in 1999, of the Convention on the Worst Forms of

Child Labour, No. 182, the International Labour Organization (ILO) was
called upon to contribute to international efforts to prevent and end chil-
dren’s participation in armed conflicts, one of the worst forms of child
labor. The Convention, now ratified by 136 ILO member states, calls inter
alia for the urgent elimination of forced recruitment of children in armed
conflicts. 

This book brings together the children’s own views about why they are
combatants. It highlights a number of the factors contributing to their join-
ing up, including the nature of their socioeconomic environment, vulnera-
ble personal circumstances and triggers, and how these diverse risk factors
interact. In the process, it also draws attention to the gender dimensions of
the problem. Additionally, it examines the question of how “voluntary” the
young soldiers’ participation really is, and whether this difficult choice
should ever be presented to a child.

Many of the conditions described by these young soldiers relate to
forced labor. They live in fear for their lives, not from the enemy but from
their own units; they are often not paid; their working conditions are quite
different from what they expected; and they are unable to flee from their
predicament. Here again, the accumulated experience of the ILO in apply-
ing the Forced Labour Convention, No. 29 (1930), can be invaluable in
helping actors address these many issues.

This book highlights a number of the key factors to be considered in a
serious comprehensive strategy to tackle the problem. They include the
need to take into account the root causes—the changed nature of weapons
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and warfare, the breakdown of law and order, and intolerable levels of
poverty, unemployment, inequality, and other forms of social exclusion, as
well as weaknesses in the educational and vocational training systems,
rampant violence and abuse meted out to children, and social pressures on
children to engage in armed conflicts and other of the worst forms of child
labor. The strategy should also include intensified efforts to prevent and
resolve the numerous armed conflicts around the world.

By focusing on the real stories of the young soldiers themselves, the
book provides a valuable addition to existing materials for advocacy, pol-
icy, and action against this heinous trend.

Finally, the ILO’s Crisis Response and Reconstruction Programme
expresses its gratitude to Rachel Brett and Irma Specht, the authors of this
volume, as well as to all the consultants and ILO and non-ILO personnel
who contributed to the data collection and analysis for the book. Above all,
our special thanks go to the young soldiers for sharing their painful per-
sonal stories with us.

—Eugenia Date-Bah
Director, InFocus Programme on 

Crisis Response and Reconstruction,
International Labour Organization
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edited and provided additional materials. In addition, of course, we
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tion the book would not have been possible.
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The authors are especially grateful to Marcel Crozet for coordinat-
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What people believe as a motive for their conduct is at least as
important as the actual sequence of events.

� Stephen Ellis, The Masks of Anarchy

Children are among the fighters in most of today’s armed conflicts.
International attention has been given predominantly to those who have
been abducted or physically forced to join, particularly those in the
lower age ranges. This is not the whole story. Thousands more join
armed forces or armed groups apparently through choice. A recent study
by the International Labour Organization (ILO) found that “volunteers”
accounted for two-thirds of child soldiers interviewed in four Central
African countries.1 Under-18s are routinely recruited into national
armies and armed groups in many countries throughout the world.

The aim of this book is to give a better insight into the realities of
these young “volunteers.” Through in-depth interviews with young sol-
diers and ex-soldiers from around the world who classify themselves as
having volunteered for armed service, we consider the situation from
their perspective. Listening to what they say may help in understanding
what drives or leads them to join up.

There are a number of assumptions challenged through the experi-
ences of these young people, one of the most fundamental of which is
the voluntary nature of the decision to join up. Equally controversial is
the questioning of the assumption that the situation of Western young
soldiers differs in all respects from non-Western, and that the experi-
ence of those joining the regular army is necessarily dissimilar from
that of young people joining armed groups. It is hoped that giving these
young people the chance to speak out and bringing their diverse voices
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together will invite a more honest look at the common reasons for
young people joining armed forces or groups, and will take the under-
standing of these issues a step further. This in turn will give greater
insight into the difficulties in demobilizing and reintegrating ex-
soldiers, and the particularities of girl soldiers in this context, and thus
assist local, national, regional, and international actors to respond better
to them.

The 53 boys and girls interviewed for this research project had all
been involved with armed forces or armed groups before they reached
the age of 18 years. They were part of national armies, paramilitaries,
rebel groups, or other armed groups. In order to ensure that differing
circumstances and cultures were taken into account, a variety of situa-
tions were selected. At the same time, the nature of the research project
required that the young people be accessible for interviews in circum-
stances that would not put them at additional risk—which is also why
the names used for all the interviewees are fictitious—and where suit-
ably qualified “local” interviewers were available. (Appendix 1 gives a
full explanation of the research project and the methodology used.) It
is in the nature of qualitative research that both the number of situations
covered and the size of the sample in each are small; all conclusions
are, therefore, tentative. For this research, young people were inter-
viewed from 10 situations: Afghanistan (refugees in the Islamic Repub-
lic of Iran), Colombia, the Republic of Congo (referred to here as
Congo-Brazzaville, and formerly known as Middle Congo), the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo (DRC, formerly known as Zaire), Pakistan,
Sierra Leone, South Africa, Sri Lanka, and two separate situations in the
United Kingdom: young people associated with paramilitary groups in
Northern Ireland2 and young members of the British armed forces.3

The authors pass no judgment on the merits of the decision to join
made by the young people, the reasons given, nor, indeed, on the factual
accuracy of the accounts; nor do they take any political position on the
conflicts themselves (a short description of each of which can be found
in Appendix 2). Our purpose is to understand how things look from the
perspective of the young soldiers themselves. The particular choice of
these very different sociocultural and economic national contexts
reflects the global nature of the problem, but this diversity may also
throw into relief the similarities that exist between the voices of these
young soldiers.

Because the subjects of the study were adolescents, they are not
referred to here as “children” although under international law all persons
under the age of 18 years are so classified. The focus on adolescents must
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be stressed. This age group accounts for the vast majority of the world’s
“child soldiers,” yet was identified by Graça Machel in the UN Study on
the Impact of Armed Conflict on Children4 as being the most neglected
age group.5 Adolescents are in transition from childhood to adulthood.
There are certain things that impinge more directly on them than on
adults, such as education or the lack of it. There are other things to
which this age group is more prone than are younger children, such as
the forced sexual experiences of adolescent girls. Adolescence is a time
of vulnerability with the uncertainties and turbulence of physical, mental
and emotional development. It is also a time of opportunities with greater
freedom, developing understanding of one’s own identity and place in the
community and society, and a new capacity to make choices and to take
on responsibilities. The stage of puberty, during which many of these
young people joined, is characterized by feelings of opposition and resist-
ance to authority and power structures in the family, at school, and at state
level. In addition, it is a time when injustice and its unacceptability are
strongly felt. The reasons why young people join armed forces and armed
groups reflect all these aspects of their specific stage of life.

Much of the explanation of why young people are drawn into armed
conflict can be found in shared features of their environment, and par-
allels can be traced across the differences between countries, cultures,
and types of conflict. Previous research on child soldiers has identified
a number of key factors for child participation as well as which cate-
gories of children are most at risk.6 In particular, those who become
child soldiers have been found to be overwhelmingly from the poor and
disadvantaged sectors of society, from the conflict zones themselves,
and from those with disrupted or nonexistent families. The present
study confirms these earlier findings, but goes further in analyzing and
interpreting why this is the case and the complexity of how these and
other factors relate to and interact with each other in real life. Such an
approach from the “inside” rather than the “outside” has rarely been
featured in the literature until now.

What the present research identifies is that there are not only vari-
ous factors that lead to involvement—always, of course, in combina-
tion—but also that these factors operate at different levels. Asked what
leads to child participation in conflicts in Africa, those working in the
field usually reply, “poverty.”7 It is indeed true that most child soldiers
come from impoverished circumstances, and not only in Africa. How-
ever, many poor children do not become child soldiers. Thus it is clear
that although poverty may create a general vulnerability to military
recruitment, it cannot be the only factor.
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Such general environmental factors set the context without which
involvement is highly unlikely to happen. There is a second level of fac-
tors, however, relating to the individual’s personal history, which pre-
disposes certain young people to join the army or the conflict, while
others who share the same general environment do not. Indeed the pre-
cise combination of factors that lead in each individual case to this deci-
sion is unique. Even then it is not decisive. In each individual story
there is a third level: there is a trigger for the specific decision to join
up. What is it that tips the balance from thinking about it to taking the
decision and acting on it? Some young people think about joining for
years before actually doing so. Obviously many who do not join also
think about the possibility, but the particular combination of factors
does not occur, or there are countervailing ones. By contrast, some have
not considered it at all until their world disintegrates and they see no
other option. Many of the same factors that set the scene or are part of
the more specific situation of the young person are often the ones that
crystallize into a particular moment of decision.

Across these three different levels, the same types or categories of
reason can be seen to apply in different ways and to different degrees.
These can be divided into the broad areas of war, poverty, education and
employment, family and friends, politics and ideology, specific features
of adolescence, and culture and tradition. This is demonstrated and
explored through the testimonies of the young people themselves in the
first three chapters of the book.8

The linkages between the three levels of environmental factors are
explored in Chapter 4. However, as this book is based on and primarily
concerned with in-depth interviews with young soldiers and ex-soldiers,
it does not pretend to take account of every theory or possible factor for
their involvement. There are almost certainly additional features that do
not emerge here. It is nonetheless important to recognize that some of
the conventional wisdom related to this subject may represent adult per-
ceptions from the outside rather than the reality experienced by the
young people themselves.

In the course of this research, some interesting differences emerged
between the reasons for joining given by girls and those given by boys.
A preliminary attempt is made in Chapter 5 to identify and comment on
these, while recognizing that the exceptionally small size of the sample
requires that any conclusions be treated with extreme caution.

Although all these young people defined themselves as having vol-
unteered rather than being forced to join, the analysis of the factors that
led to their involvement nevertheless raises questions about the effective
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degree of free choice in many cases. Specific attention to this aspect is
given in Chapter 6, within the context of the international debate on the
subject.

Even from the limited statistical information available,9 it is clear
that the majority of those recruited under the age of 18 remain involved
in the military or armed conflict well into adulthood, although some do
extricate themselves and others are captured. For those being demobi-
lized and reintegrated while still young, it is wrong to assume that this
necessarily takes place following the end of the conflict. In many situa-
tions such programs operate against a backdrop of unstable circum-
stances or even continuing conflict. (Armies do not normally demobi-
lize their soldiers during the conflict; this is a feature peculiar to the
issue of child soldiers, arising from local, national, regional, and inter-
national pressure.) Particularly in such situations, when the young peo-
ple were not abducted or physically forced to join in the first place, the
demobilization and reintegration are unlikely to be successful or sus-
tained unless the reasons why they became involved are addressed.
Even if they temporarily return to civilian life, they are likely to be
drawn back into the conflict.

It is essential, therefore, to understand the reasons that they them-
selves identify for joining armed forces or armed groups, whether by
individual choice or as the result of other factors. In turn, understanding
why they joined indicates what needs to be done if others are not to fol-
low in their footsteps. As some of these young soldiers themselves rec-
ognize, joining not only has the immediate consequences of their par-
ticipation in the conflict, but also forecloses other future possibilities
even when (or if) the conflict ends. Chapter 7 addresses this directly by
bringing together conclusions and recommendations for policymakers
and workers in the field.

This book is a tribute to the young people who shared their stories
and reflections. Their strength of character, courage, commitment, and
tenacity deserve recognition. It is also a memorial for their friends and
the many others who did not live to tell their stories.
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VIGNETTE: ALI, NOW 20, IS FROM AFGHANISTAN

BUT LIVING IN THE ISLAMIC REPUBLIC OF IRAN10

When I was about 7 or 8 years old and I was in class 7 and I was
living in a Mojahedin war zone, I was a good schoolboy and my
literacy was so good. When I was going to school I simultaneously
worked in a medical clinic belonging to Médecins sans Frontières
[MSF]. Our school time was 8 to 12 in the morning, and in the
afternoon we were free, so I went to the medical clinic of the French
doctors. There I began to learn first aid such as injection, dressing 
of a wound, and so on, and I became a first aid helper with the
Mojahedin; I always worked to support the Mojahedin. That time 
I did support and worked as medical helper behind the strongholds. 
I gradually learned some advanced medical skills. When I was 12 and
13, I attended in surgical operation room and I did work as a surgical
assistant. When my knowledge developed and after a few months
MSF held some medical courses to teach medicine helping, surgery,
and general medicine, and I took part. So now I am familiar with
many medical and surgical skills. For instance, I know orthopedics
and I can bone-set whenever needed.

When I was 10 years old a war began between Esmail Khan, 
the commander and governor of Herat, and the state forces, meaning 
Dr. Najibollah’s cabinet. Because our area had a strategically very
crucial position, Dr. Najibollah’s forces surrounded the area for about
10 months and 7 days. We were fighting all the time, and 560 people
of the Mojahedin and about 1,700 of the state forces were killed 
and injured.

I was among Esmail Khan’s forces. I became familiar with
different war weapons and guns such as the Kalashnikov. After 
5 or 6 months’ fighting, I had to return to the hospital. I was just 
a 10-year-old boy but the only one who was familiar with medicine 
in the area. When the area became a war zone for some reason, all
doctors and nurses left the place. When the French medical group left
Afghanistan, I ran the clinic, because there was no doctor and nurse,
there was no one to help the injured soldiers.

Later, when we were fighting the Taliban, sometimes our forces
captured an injured enemy soldier. I treated the injured soldier of 
the Taliban group in the same way that I treated our own soldiers. I
didn’t discriminate between him and our soldiers. He appreciated me.
Later, when the Taliban was in power, I was captured and imprisoned
by the Taliban again. When I was in prison, that injured Taliban

6 Young Soldiers



soldier who I treated saw me by accident. He was a commander and
released me.

Because my average of exams was very high I was allowed to
attend the university entrance examination in Afghanistan. And 
I did. I successfully passed the exam and was accepted to study
medicine. I studied some medical courses, but due to having a very
bad war experience I no longer like medicine. I saw too many injured
people and I don’t like to deal with patients and wounded people. 
I haven’t got a diploma. I was injured several times as well. Now I
have difficulties with my eyes. I suffer from cataracts and pearl-white.
Before attending in the war I was hale and hearty. Because I dealt
with injured soldiers, now I have some blood diseases as well. I have
hepatitis and my blood is polluted with hepatitis.

Notes

1. According to ILO research, two-thirds of child soldiers interviewed in
Burundi, Congo-Brazzaville, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), and
Rwanda said that they took the initiative of enrolling themselves “voluntarily”
(Dumas and de Cock 2003, p. viii).

2. Regrettably, despite the best efforts of the research team concerned, it
did not prove possible to obtain interviews with those young people associated
with Republican paramilitary groups, because of the sensitive situation in rela-
tion to the cease-fire.

3. The latter was included because of the large numbers of 16- and 17-
year-old volunteers recruited each year: 7,676 in 1999 (Coalition to Stop the
Use of Child Soldiers 2001). Until 1 September 2002, under-18s were routinely
deployed into combat. Permission was given to interview some of their “satis-
fied soldiers”: those who have volunteered to spend a year working in recruit-
ment centers.

4. Machel 1996.
5. This judgment was reiterated by the Women’s Commission for Refugee

Women and Children, 2000, p. 1: “Adolescents are in desperate need of
increased attention by the international community.”

6. See, in particular, Brett and McCallin 1998 and Machel 2001.
7. See, for example, McConnan and Uppard 2001, p. xx: “Poverty is a

major factor in the recruitment of children.”
8. Some of the transcripts are reproduced in translation or in the words of

the interpreter; others reproduce the English of the interviewee (with some edit-
ing for literacy and readability). See the section on linguistic differences in
Annex I for a discussion of this issue.

9. Brett and McCallin 1998; Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers
2001 and 2002.

10. For general background information, see the Afghanistan conflict pro-
file in Appendix 2.
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T rying to analyze human behavior and identify the specific factors or
incidents that lead to one course of action rather than another is

inevitably a complex and somewhat unsatisfactory process. Few things
in life are so clear-cut that there is one single explanation for them; an
individual may give several explanations for a particular action or omis-
sion for this very reason. Moreover, different aspects of a story will take
on importance with each telling, and the perspective of the listener may
be different again.

The testimonies of the young people who took part in this study are
complex and diverse, but their voices weave together to give a picture of
some of the underlying and immediate causes for their joining an armed
force or armed group. This book attempts to draw from these causes a frame-
work of factors that may put a young person at risk of military involvement.

This first chapter identifies the significant environmental factors that
are, as it were, the sine qua non—the necessary but not sufficient condi-
tions—without which adolescents are highly unlikely to join up. These envi-
ronmental factors can be divided into seven broad categories, which are dealt
with in turn: war, poverty, education and employment, family and friends,
politics and ideology, specific features of adolescence, and culture and tra-
dition. Many of the same issues come up again but with greater specificity
in the personal situation of the young people (Chapter 2) and at the moment
that the young person actually makes the decision to join (Chapter 3).

War

Most of the young people who become involved in warfare do so
because there is a war. This is so obvious that too little consideration
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has been given to war itself as a causal factor in their involvement.1

(The term “war” is used throughout this book as a general shorthand to
cover situations of international and internal armed conflicts, and also
situations of militarized violence that may not amount to armed conflict
in the strict legal sense.)

War creates the environment for child soldiering in different ways.
First, for young people war rapidly becomes the normal everyday back-
ground to their lives. Second, the war comes to them, rather than them
going to look for a war to fight. Third, living in a violent situation cre-
ates the need for self-protection and to use violence to do so. Fourth,
war is the cause of many of the other conditions, such as the closing of
schools, exacerbated social tensions, family breakup, and increased
poverty, which can also contribute to their involvement. Finally, al-
though many children play at war games, watch war movies, and dream
of the adventure and heroism of war, only some are in a position to
actually try it out. Thus war is not only an environmental factor in its
own right, and a root of many of the other causes that push or pull
young people into participation, but also provides the opportunity.

The long-running nature of many of today’s conflicts—whether per-
manent or sporadic—means that for large numbers of children and
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young people war is the normality rather than the exception. Adults may
have a concept of a different time when life was peaceful and “normal”
and thus that war is an aberration. Many children are born into the war
and have never known anything else or, if they did, peace was for them
no more normal than war.

I knew of the war from the time I was a small child. I knew the world
of war only. � Ajith, Sri Lanka2

Aye. There’s always been trouble, like . . . Since I would have known
it. It’s actually calmed down a bit now. � Paul, Northern Ireland3

Throughout our history, Afghans have always carried weapons. It is
because of security problems. In Afghanistan there was only the town
or the central cities that had police and commanders to keep and save
the citizens, but out of the cities people had to save themselves 
by themselves. So, they carry guns and weapons, and in some rural
areas people have had military groups to guard the people. Usually
the young people have been members of these guardian groups.

� Hassan, Afghanistan

They [guerrillas] were always passing by there, by the house.
� Alfredo, Colombia4

Even when there is no current armed conflict, the normality of the mil-
itary environment may be a factor:

I was brought up with the army. My dad used to be in the Engineers.
So all my life, I’d been on pad estates [army housing estates], living
with the army, basically. [. . .] I just took it as normal.

� Andrew, United Kingdom

In most cases, the young people do not go out to find a war to join. The
war is all around them, or comes to them:

I entered in war very early, when I was about 12 or less. [. . .] I came
to Mazarsharif for schooling and I became involved in war. I never
wanted to use a gun and I never wanted to fight in my country. [. . .]
We had to defend and fight, there was no way but war.

� Hassan, Afghanistan

When the war broke out, we fled in the villages, but over there, there
were loads of Ninjas, then if you don’t want to get killed, well, you
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become Ninja. Then when you succeeded in running away, you cut
your hair off and then you returned to Brazza, but there the problem
is exactly the same; if you don’t become Cobra, well one will kill you,
then you become Cobra, because you don’t have another choice. If you
don’t want, you’ll get killed because they will say that you’re an
infiltrator. � Pierre, Congo-Brazzaville5,6

Yes, they [the guerrillas] were there every day. I mean, at least when 
I was living there. I mean, when I joined them, they were there [. . .]
amongst the houses, you could say, because they were right there,
they had a little camp not far away. � Jessica, Colombia

Well, when they [the Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC)]
entered into Kono, [. . .] when they entered our location, the only way
to be free was by living with them. I was expecting that after that
time things will be easy for me, but that was not the way things
worked. They permanently lived with us. � Arthur, Sierra Leone7

You have to join one or the other, because most down here, like,
they’re either in one organization or the other.

� Billy, Northern Ireland

Although there are individual exceptions:

Though I planned to join the combat, we went there as tourists, just
like people go for trips to Murree for recreation, that’s why we left for
Afghanistan.8 � Muhammad, Pakistan9

Living in a context of armed violence influences young people to use
armed violence themselves. It creates feelings of insecurity, and an
atmosphere in which violent behavior is considered legitimate and is
linked to the ready availability of weapons:

You see, like all the people there, it’s like: they defend themselves with
knives, and so, why not me? I’ll do the same and we won’t let anyone
try and pull a fast one on us. � Richard, Colombia

I just know it’s an organization that’s going about to try and clear
this place up and doesn’t let things go bad about the Shankill Estate,
because the Ulster Freedom Fighters has it all organized, and they
have ways that if there’s joy riders, or people who sniff glue, they
would be punished for it. They wouldn’t let you do it. Things like
that. � Michael, Northern Ireland
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It also leads to the need for self-protection:

Because in the war, the civilians are maltreated. When you are a
civilian in the war, it’s hard. � Germain, DRC10

Congo is a turbulent country, violence is often around us [. . .] there
are often settling of scores, and in order to protect yourself you have
to fight. � Albert, Congo-Brazzaville

For girls there are particular aspects in addition to the general violence
of warfare:

It’s because of the war. When it’s the war, you don’t choose. . . .
Because if you have weapons, you can defend yourself, if you don’t
have any, you are beaten, one kills you, and one rapes you, even the
boys. � Christine, DRC

War leads to the availability of guns and familiarity with them:

All groups began to import military weapons to the country. After 
a few months every corner of the country became full of guns and
weapons. So, it was very easy to become familiar with guns. Instead
of toys we had lots of weapons. � Hassan, Afghanistan

I saw my cousin with guns. When he was looking after them, once I
took one of those guns out, without permission. When you’re young,
you are very curious about these things, to see them fire it and
everything. � Andrés, Colombia

War disrupts the family and other social support networks. It dis-
places families, in the short or long term, and disperses their members,
leaving adolescents to fend for themselves, or to provide for and protect
younger siblings. Conflict may also aggravate social tensions between
generations and racial, ethnic, and religious groups. It leads to the clo-
sure of schools and destroys the social and economic infrastructure.

Although war creates many problems, it also provides opportuni-
ties. For those seeking an escape from home, whether escape from
abuse or exploitation or as an act of rebellion, or merely seeking adven-
ture, the possibilities and the temptations are different if you are in a
war or warlike situation. The obvious and most readily-available escape
route will be into the army or an armed group. This is, inevitably, true
particularly for those individuals or categories with the most limited
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alternative options: girls, those without money or the means of liveli-
hood, and those with little or no education.

Poverty

Like war, poverty is a major environmental factor making children and
young people vulnerable to involvement in armed forces and armed
groups.11 It is perhaps the most obvious common feature of child sol-
diers generally, which is one of the reasons why it is frequently identi-
fied as the cause of child soldiering. This applies both in war situations
and in more peaceful circumstances where armies recruit young people.
In fact, the opposite clearly illustrates the point: the children of the rich
rarely do military service even when there is supposed to be universal
conscription.12 A study of demobilized child soldiers in a transit center
in the Democratic Republic of Congo found that 61 percent of the three
hundred children surveyed said that their family had no income, and
more than half had at least six siblings.13 This does not mean that
poverty in itself explains why children join armed conflict, but it is
obviously a strong contributory factor. Young people who are not liv-
ing in impoverished circumstances are unlikely to join the armed forces
or armed groups, although there will always be exceptions.

The poverty may be a long-standing condition that is not, or is not
directly, related to the conflict:

My family is very poor, you see, actually, because, they haven’t—
sometimes she [mother] doesn’t have enough to pay for schooling,
going shopping, paying the rent, you see, a lot, you see, many things,
how do I say it, there are many things she can’t buy, sometimes she
doesn’t have any money. � Carlos, Colombia

Those who were already poor may be pulled even further down by the
conflict, or war may create or exacerbate a relative economic decline
of those who previously were not so badly off:

We faced terrible problems because of the war. If not for the war we
would have lived happily. My family and most of the village suffered
badly due to economical problems. At that time it was very difficult
to earn money. We suffered a lot due to this. � Sabesan, Sri Lanka
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My mother was a nurse; my father was retired from the army. Before
the war, he had a bit of money, as he owned two buses and a mill for
fufu [cassava-based dough]. We lost everything through the war.

� Albert, Congo-Brazzaville

Poverty is a factor in its own right, but it also affects other critical
issues for young people such as the ability to access schooling, which in
turn limits the employment or other economic opportunities for young
people. All these aspects of general poverty tend to be exaggerated by war.

Education and Employment

The question of education (including vocational training) has a different
and more immediate impact on young people than on adults. Childhood
(in the broad sense) is the time of education—schooling, further educa-
tion, or vocational training—and, in particular for adolescents, the
transition into gainful employment or other means of livelihood. In
addition to their socializing role, schools may have the opposite effect:
they may challenge dominant forms of socialization. Education has the
potential to bring about changes in values and attitudes. The scope of
possibility that schools offer may be cherished in societies that are open
to outside influences, or it may be spurned as the source of evil in soci-
eties that wish to insulate the population against these influences.
Schools that offer a modern education, including access to the natural
sciences and to technology, to social and historical analysis, and to an
international language, may be seen as liberating or as dangerous,
depending on the point of view.14

I think our teachers were actually serving the government. In fact, we
looked upon them more as enemies than as friends.

� Samuel, South Africa15

For young people, access to education is a critical factor,16 but the
content of the education and its relevance to employment, the way in
which they are treated in school, and whether the school itself operates
as a recruiting ground are also issues. In addition, not being in educa-
tion or employment is a critical risk factor for young people. If they are
not involved in either education or employment, what are young peo-
ple going to do to fill their time, to support themselves or their families,
and to give meaning to their lives?
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The impact on the students, and the passion that it evoked, comes
through clearly from the South African experience:

The SRC [Student Representative Council] was a body in school that
was called upon whenever a rule was broken; they can go to the
principal and say “this and this and this” is needed. On each and
everything we need, the SRC has to stand for us. But the Boers
and/or the police didn’t want us to have SRC at school. But we 
fought for it, for the SRC. Some of the students died for the SRC.

� Benny, South Africa

For some, lack of access to school is a long-standing problem not
specifically related to the conflict, but often associated with poverty:

I didn’t stop [school] voluntarily, it’s because I didn’t have 
any financial support. I was bright. � Henri, Congo-Brazzaville

I went to school only occasionally. Although school was free, I had
hardly any books to write in and sometimes I did not have a pen.

� Gajathukan, Sri Lanka

For others, it is the conflict that causes the closure of the schools, or
they themselves are displaced by the conflict and thus the schools are
no longer accessible to them.

Education shapes the understanding, attitudes, and behavior of
individuals. Often military and political forces use the school cur-
riculum as a tool for indoctrinating students to their cause.17 Educa-
tion can be used—deliberately or accidentally—to exacerbate and
politicize the existing differences in a society so that these become
the basis for, or help to perpetuate, violent conflict.18 Three particu-
lar aspects deserve attention: the practice of segregated education, the
quality of the education, and the use of schools as recruiting grounds.

In South Africa, segregated education existed as part of the segre-
gation in other aspects of life. Although segregation is not government
policy in Northern Ireland it is evident in reality in housing, sports, the
media, and education. Over 90 percent of all schools are either Catholic
or Protestant in ethos and practice. The reality of segregated education
is that, in the main, Catholic and Protestant children do not meet each
other. This emphasizes differences between them and encourages igno-
rance and suspicion:
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Where does it trouble you to come into contact with Catholics?
[Long pause] What do you mean? Where do I?

When you’re meeting them.
[Long pause] Like where would I meet them? [Long pause] 

I haven’t really met any. [Laughs] � Paul, Northern Ireland

And what does that mean then if peace comes, what does that
mean [with respect] to your feelings about Catholics?

I still wouldn’t mix with them; I know I’ll never mix with
Catholics.

Do you know any?
[Laughs] No.

Have you ever met any?
No.

How do you know you haven’t?
How do I know I haven’t? Because I wouldn’t associate myself

with them. � David, Northern Ireland

For some, it is the quality of the education system itself that sets the
scene for their developing motivation to become involved. Elements of
the educational situation in South Africa were major factors in the polit-
ical mobilization of youth, particularly in the townships. These included
the difficulty of access for those in poverty, the poor quality of the edu-
cation that was available, corporal punishment, and then the Bantu Edu-
cation Act introducing Afrikaans as the language of tuition. For many of
the young people it was the most immediate impact of the apartheid
system. This led them to become active through SRCs:

In South Africa, there was no good education since 1953. [. . .] As 
a student, we were affected, because there was something called like
Afrikaans that was used in school. [. . .] in primary [. . .] we were not
aware about that. But as we went along we saw that it was wrong.
The Bantu Education was prioritizing Afrikaans and each subject was
going to be taught in Afrikaans. And then it was hated by each and
every student, because most students were against the Afrikaans.
Because we know one thing, that this is the kind of education that
was given at the same time we don’t know the Afrikaans. The
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Afrikaans is for the Boers. Understand? The quality of education 
was not good for us, understand?

So when did you start becoming aware that the education was not
good for you and . . .

I think I was doing Standard 5 in Cape Town . . .

Standard 5 . . .
Yeah . . . .

What about your teachers? Did you have a good relationship with
them? Did they tell you about the problems?

No, at that time the teachers were aware of this, but . . . 
They did not want to lose their work, understand? So but there 
are some of the teachers who, whenever they were with us, they 
ask us and tell us everything about the kind of education we are 
in [whispers to emphasize the secretive nature of these discussions
with their teachers], why this kind of education is frustrating . . .
They just tell you about this . . . They gave us the real history, 
understand? So what I can say, some teachers were and others
weren’t . . . telling us everything and explaining to us what 
went wrong.

And how did the teachers think the education system could be
changed? How did the teachers think the situation could change
for your people?

One thing . . . the People’s Education, one education, one
department, understand, of People’s Education. Because what was
happening in our school you found out . . . in the class there are so
many students. Maybe there are sixty to eighty students in your 
class but there is one teacher. But if you go to white school [a school
for whites only], you find that there are eighteen in the class, under-
stand? So . . . at the same time . . . you found out there were no
schools, there were few schools for the black boys, most of them . . .
you find them learning under the trees, you understand? No schools
were being built. You will find that they were learning in the church.
They will cut the church [divide the church into “classrooms”],
making rooms with the black plastic . . . Then . . . you found out that
whenever there is a noise in the class, there is no good education that
you can get [stumbling increases]. So at the same time, [for] those
who were under the tree, if there is a rain, there is no school. So at the
same time, at school there is corporal punishment.

� Benny, South Africa
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In some cases, the school or the teacher was a direct factor in moti-
vating the students to join the armed struggle. In these and other ways,
“schools are often battlegrounds for the hearts and minds of the next
generation.”19

In Pakistan, the madrassahs are private Islamic religious schools
where tuition, room, and board are provided free, and the students are
mostly from the poorest sectors:

Our schoolteacher used to tell us that Jihad [holy war against
unbelievers] is a religious duty of every Muslim. � Aziz, Pakistan

We were taught in the madrassah that one who sacrifices his life in
Jihad, he is a martyr and will be rewarded generously. Besides he will
recommend other people for Paradise in addition to rewarding him
Paradise without judgment. � Ehtesham, Pakistan

Once one of our teachers told us in a class that if we kill a Shiite
Muslim we deserve to be a judge. He was a Pashtun. Whereas 
there was no sense of ethnic conflict between students, the Taliban
was trying to create and stimulate those things. I am a Sunni. 
I never thought in my whole life about who religiously are my
friends. I have never been sensitive to know if my classmates are
Shiite or Sunni. � Mustafa, Afghanistan

In the United Kingdom, educational institutions are used to promote
recruitment to the armed forces through career days and displays.
Sometimes, there is a close link between the school and the army. The
Combined Cadet Forces20 in the United Kingdom is based in 245
schools (194 independent and 51 in the state- or grant-maintained sec-
tor).21 They receive assistance and support for their training program
from the regular and reserve forces, but the bulk of adult support is pro-
vided by members of school staffs who are responsible to head teach-
ers for the conduct of cadet activities.22

Often the school premises are used to make contact with the young
people:

These regular soldiers come and talk to you. In my last year, I went
on a school visit, to see an army stand. They spoke to all of us, like,
gave us an initial brief because we were, like, school-leavers. There is,
like, advertisement about what age you can join the army.

� Stephen, United Kingdom
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This is not exclusive to the United Kingdom or to the regular armed
forces:

The rebels came in the schools to speak to us and they said that we
had to fight against Mobutu. � Vanessa, DRC

In other cases, the school is the place where action against a certain sit-
uation is being organized, and where young people come in contact with
those people that are involved in the armed struggle, or are confronted
with the reality of the conflict:

Specific things that made me join—I think indirectly the whole
problem of being involved for myself started from basically the choice
of selection of subjects and so on. It started there and then it spilled
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over. Because I think the SRC at that time were also timely in terms
of telling us that “the reason why you cannot do what you want to
do, because there is a government in power that does not want us 
to do all these things.” � Samuel, South Africa

I was a member of COSAS [Congress of South African Students] 
by then. What we were fighting for was a nonracial education. So
COSAS was then the party who made the body of the Western Cape
Student Congress and then with the Student Congress in other areas,
in the Eastern Cape and others, we came together. So this body was
going to politicize the students, was going to tell them that they have
to be aware of the politics; we must be aware of what is happening in
the country, what happened in our education, and how can we change
this education to be the People’s Education. [. . .] COSAS was there
to advise the students what they can do to get the People’s Education
instead of the Bantu Education. So COSAS was politicizing us at
school, at the same time there were workshops, and at the same time
there was someone who was going to give us a paper, that is, some-
thing that tells us about the history of what happened, what happened
in our country. Understand? So it was COSAS that inspired us [. . .]
in joining the revolutionary army. � Benny, South Africa

Ideally, education and vocational training should respond to de-
mands in the labor market. Unfortunately this is often not the case and
educated young people do not find appropriate jobs. This may be due to
a general educational system that is not flexible enough to adapt to the
changing labor market. In addition, armed conflict often has an impact
on the economy by seriously reducing the already limited job opportu-
nities. The relatively rapid changes in the economy trigger major
changes in the demands for labor. All countries emerging from armed
conflict face the challenge of adapting their education and vocational
training systems to the new demands. For example, higher education in
Congo-Brazzaville used to guarantee a job in the public sector. Now,
many university graduates are unemployed. This leads to a general frus-
tration, to a sense of personal failure and of letting down the family that
has invested so many hopes for the future in the educational achieve-
ment of one of its members. These combine into a specific lack of moti-
vation to pursue education:

Education does not lead to employment, so why bother? The State no
longer recruits, you have a Ph.D. and you are a taxi man!

� Albert, Congo-Brazzaville
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Similarly, during the apartheid years in South Africa, having a diploma
did not change anything:

You can go to an industrial area and ask an employee: “What is your
surname?” There is a lot of “Van. . . Van. . .” [typical surnames for
Afrikaners or white people in South Africa]. They are all Afrikaans-
speaking; they are all from the same house! They make it a family
thing! Nothing of empowering people and all those things . . . And
especially when you are black, you get the lowest position, regardless
of your education. � Solomon, South Africa

For those who are making the transition from education to employment,
there is a direct relationship between their school performance and the
options open to them. Leaving school at an early age with low or no
qualifications limits the choices available:

[In the army] you can go out and see the world. You can get life
experience, OK. It proved that for me in my own personal point of
view. It proved that if you’ve got no qualifications, no GCSEs
[General Certificate of Secondary Education] or if you’ve got them
and they’re poor, it proves you don’t have to go and work in a factory.
Doing the same thing day in, day out. Bored, you know.

� Stephen, United Kingdom

For others, unemployment seems inevitable because of the war or the
general economic situation in the country.23 Where there appears to be
only one alternative route available, it is not surprising that this is the
one these adolescents take:

The shortest route, the easiest job in Congo is the army: they are
always hiring; above all they are paid. � Albert, Congo-Brazzaville

Everyone wants to go in the army because there’s no more work,
there’s no more factory. That’s why the young people want to wear
the military outfit. � Pascal, Congo-Brazzaville

We, all the youngsters, thought it was natural to join the LTTE
[Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam] since there were no standard jobs
on offer; my brothers have done the same, and so have most others.

� Sudhahar, Sri Lanka

No, I’m on the brew [unemployed, receiving state social security
benefits]. � Paul, Northern Ireland
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The linkage between education and employment works in several
different ways. Education that is considered unlikely to lead to employ-
ment is seen as pointless and irrelevant by many adolescents, and so
they are more likely to drop out or to behave in ways that lead to their
exclusion from school. Those who are in education are not seeking
employment. If young people are neither in education nor employed, the
need to find some other form of activity is great, either to ensure a
means of economic survival for themselves and possibly their families,
and/or to avoid boredom. Thus employment may be seen as having a
social as well as an economic function:

The main cause of going there was unemployment, I think. I had
nothing to do here so I went there. If you have some business or you
are studying then you do not think about taking part in Jihad.

� Aziz, Pakistan

Family and Friends

The direct family, the extended family, community, friends, and some-
times other people such as sports coaches or teachers together form the
social support network that is one of the most important influences on
young people and the choices they make.

Of these, the family situation is the most significant factor in the
involvement or noninvolvement of young people in armed forces or
armed groups. Although family, or the lack of it, obviously also affects
adults, it is in the nature of childhood that the family environment has
a proportionally greater impact for good or ill and is perhaps the single
greatest influence for all adolescents. In “normal” life, the family is rec-
ognized as being a major factor in the development of children and in
their choice of profession or occupation; what is extraordinary is how
little attention has been given to it as a factor in involvement in warfare.
This may reflect the relative lack of attention that has been paid specif-
ically to adolescents and their reasons for becoming involved in armed
conflict. Although the family’s presence, absence, or role comes
through as a major factor in the general environmental context of these
young people, its importance increases as the critical moment of deci-
sion is approached.

For some, involvement in the military is a normal and acceptable
part of family life. When parents, siblings, or other family members are
involved with the military, joining up seems natural, particularly if this
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is combined with a religious, ethnic, or ideological element to the fam-
ily involvement24:

I come from a warrior’s family; as far as I remember, my father has
always been in the rebellion. � Catherine, DRC

The main reason for my involvement was the family environment, as
all of our elders fought in Afghanistan. I was socialized in such an
environment, so my joining was somehow very normal, I say. 
Joining was not a problem at all because my father was a commander
himself. � Khalid, Pakistan

I was two years old when my father died. . . . I have two elder
brothers; the first one joined LTTE and he died a hero’s death in
battle. The second one also joined LTTE. � Sudhahar, Sri Lanka

[My father] was a military officer. � Mustafa, Afghanistan

My da [father] was in the army. � Billy, Northern Ireland

I had brothers in the paramilitaries . . . and about seven uncles.
� Jessica, Colombia

For others, the family might not be directly involved in military action,
but was in the movement or supported the political ends:

My parents did not approve of what I did, but my grandmother 
did—she was a member of the PAC [Pan-African Congress]. My
grandmother would tell me about the activities of the PAC. [. . .] she
would also provide a place to sleep for those who needed it.

� Solomon, South Africa

My father, he is a person who always supported the [Black]
Consciousness Movement, even during the days of the struggle. 
He was always vocal about these things, and then, unconsciously, 
you also pick it up. And my father, he also had some bad encounters
with the apartheid system. It rubbed off on us as well.

� Samuel, South Africa

The family environment that predisposes to involvement in armed
conflict may be the lack of family—acting as a push rather than a pull
factor. Children without family or who are separated from their family
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are recognized as being especially vulnerable to both forced and volun-
tary recruitment25:

My father left when I was a child, then my mother got married with
another man. � Vanessa, DRC

Almost all my family disappeared, to start with my dad, who passed
away. We were so poor, and because of the wars, the worries, our dad
died, our mom too; the members of our family were dispersed in the
bush. � Urbain, DRC

My family is not there anymore [. . .] they died during the conflict,
they are all dead . . . The soldiers came in the villages, they plundered
and killed everybody, they raped the women, the girls; they killed
everyone, even the children. � Christine, DRC

For others, repeated flight was an important issue, aligned with the
more general disruption of family and family life:

When I was one year old I came to Iran with my mother, but when
my father was killed in 1983 we returned to Afghanistan. So it was
the second time. We migrated to Iran because the Taliban was
bothering and beating us. � Ali, Afghanistan

It is notable that Germain (DRC) was considered an exceptional
case—“nobody can understand how he could have been enrolled; even
within the [Demobilization] Centre, they are all surprised” (DRC inter-
viewer)—because he joined up when he was living with both parents
and not in poverty. It may be relevant that Germain’s parents were often
absent from home for their work.

The peer group is another major influence on adolescents. This is
equally true in relation to their perceived identity in general and the par-
ticular pressure to join an armed group. As with the other environmental
factors identified, this does not mean that all the young people in a group
will join but that where many of the members of a group are already
involved or are considering joining, the pressure to join is greater:

Aye, aye, most of the people that I run about with are in it. All my
mates, or 100 percent of my mates are in it, or 99 percent, because
there’s other mates I have and they’re not even in it, but you don’t
really say much to them ones. ’Cause most of my mates are in it and
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that’s the way I’ve grown up. Even the commanders of the UDA
[Ulster Defence Army], like, they’re like your mates, they go out with
you and buy you drinks and they’re in your band. So if you go out
with them you’re talking away with them, you’re mates with them,
then you just get on like good mates. � Billy, Northern Ireland

Most of my friends are in it, so they are. Went in through it that way,
like. But I’m in a flute band too, it’s a UDA flute band, and I was in
it before I was in it and then just joined it, you know.

� Paul, Northern Ireland

The young people who are already in the “company,” they encourage
you. � Pierre, Congo-Brazzaville

All my friends from my childhood, the ones I used to play cars with,
play bandits, they’re all in the same outfit now . . . the people who
like this get a taste for it. � Carlos, Colombia

There was a group of students, we were about 16—and we came
together and had a meeting from time to time. And, hmm, finally 
he set up the meeting to go into exile, the procedure. And that is
basically how it went. We got passports, we were taken from here, and
from [a nearby town] we were taken by car. � Samuel, South Africa
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Politics and Ideology

The political context in which young people grow up is of course rele-
vant in influencing their perception. Being part of a family and peer
group that opposes the authorities creates an identity different from
those who are part of the ruling class. Without examining the political
situation of the countries concerned, it is clear that this sets the general
context and influences the individual’s specific environment. As a
result, some young people join out of conviction with strong ideological
motivation.

For some there is the sense of the need to overturn an oppressive
regime. The young people may also see, and personally suffer from,
acts that they perceive as symptomatic of this regime:

Mobutu and his soldiers, they were mean, they oppressed us,
tormented us, we were always mistreated. [. . .] He and his men!
Once they had beaten me because of my boots! Till this day, I have
hated them. When I was small, I had fashionable clothes, and I had
boots like military boots; it was fashionable in Congo. But not
everyone could have some because they were expensive. Once my
mother bought me some. Once I left for school with my boots, I was
proud. A soldier called me over and said to me to come to him, and he
asked me, “Who gave you a soldier’s boots?” [. . .] The soldier told me
to remove them [. . .] I told them that it was my mom who had bought
these for me. They didn’t care. The guy started to strike my back with
a cord that hurts. I bled. � Germain, DRC

I joined the AFDL [Alliance des Forces Démocratiques pour la
Liberation du Congo-Zaire] to drive out Mobutu, to drive out misery,
to make the life better. . . . I’m waiting for the Good Samaritan who
will come to help me. I am tired: too much demagogy, too many
promises, and at the end, nothing. � Michel, DRC

I was so young, you see. They [the commanders] wanted me to go to
school, to continue my education. [. . .] I wanted to go back to South
Africa to fight for the freedom of the country. We were the young
generation—our time had come. � Solomon, South Africa

It is more that you have to—what you want to change, you have to
make and bring some changes—towards a just society. That is the
main reason. � Kathryn, South Africa

When the Russians occupied Afghanistan, my father began to fight
with them. Before the war my father’s job was not to fight but he
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taught military training. When the war started he began to fight. 
We all fought for the freedom of our homeland. . . . In 1999 I entered
the war. . . . Before that time I was a cultural soldier. I did propa-
ganda for supporting the warriors . . . to free the country from the
control of foreigners. � Mustafa, Afghanistan

If I wanted to live under the Taliban there was no enjoyment in 
our life because the Taliban regime was following a racist policy. 
We had no choice except fighting [against] the Taliban. There was
hope that if I fight the Taliban and if I kick them out there would 
be a better life for the rest of my family, even if I were killed.

� Ali, Afghanistan

I joined after having seen the sufferings of the population; I decided 
to drive out Mobutu’s men, who maltreated us. There were great
difficulties, especially to study, too much annoyance. � Joseph, DRC

Often current wars are labelled as ethnic or religious conflicts in
countries where the ethnic groups used to live side-by-side and different
religions were practised in one village or even family. Political leaders
sometimes use the differences between people and exaggerate them to
create fear in order to mobilize recruits to join in the fighting. Some
political leaders and warlords have been successful in transmitting these
differentiating messages, thus contributing to the voluntary participation
of large numbers of young people. In such situations, religion and eth-
nicity are not so much the causes of youth participation in armed con-
flict but rather contributing factors that are part of the political context
in which they grow up:

Because I wanted to be fighting for the cause of the Protestant people.
I didn’t like the way Sinn Fein/IRA [Irish Republican Army] ran
about and shot innocent Protestant people, and blew up Protestant
people, decent Protestant people. [. . .] The Ulster Young Militants is
a group set up to defend the people of this estate from the Catholics
trying to break into our houses, who want to come in and fire shots,
to come in and shoot people, come in and blow the place up.

� David, Northern Ireland

It is obligatory on every Muslim to fight nonbelievers. Moreover, 
the religious class [clergy, etc.] propagates the philosophy of Jihad 
as a shortcut to win the grace of Allah. The ultimate outcome is
martyrdom for which he [the martyr] will be awarded Paradise.

� Khalid, Pakistan
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I fought for the sake of my belief and for Islam. . . . It was our Islamic
duty to fight against infidelity. It was also a national duty upon us to
fight against foreigners and occupiers. � Ali, Afghanistan

What made me hold the weapon? It’s that the Mbochis [ethnic group
from Northern Congo] were ungrateful. They started to threaten us;
we, the Tcheks. Me, I could not tolerate it, to let my people suffer. I
am Tchek, I would remain Tchek. � Pascal, Congo-Brazzaville

Specific Features of Adolescence

Any analysis of the factors that lead young people into joining armed
forces or armed groups cannot be complete if their adolescence, as a
significant moment in their personal development, is not itself taken
into account. Indeed, it can provide an additional explanation for much
of their behavior, choices, and the way they internalize the events hap-
pening around them. Although the term “adolescent” may not be used in
all cultures, there is wide recognition that there is a period when the
young person is no longer a “child” but not yet an “adult,” although
increasingly expected or required to take on some adult roles and activ-
ities. It can be a difficult time for both the young person and the family
as well as other adults who have to deal with them. They may seem like
adults, able to take care of themselves. They may be perpetrators of
physical and sexual violence as well as its victims. They may challenge
authority and rebel against restrictions, while at the same time they need
support, encouragement, and moral and emotional guidance.

According to the developmental theory of Erik Erikson,26 adoles-
cence is a period during which the self-image of a young person is very
important. At the same time, the individual is constantly focusing on the
reaction of “significant others,” such as friends and family members,
and will try to adopt behavior and/or appearance that conform to the
ideal style of the moment. The impact of such influences inside armed
groups or at the time of signing up should not be underestimated:

There were two of my cousins who had joined the LTTE. They used 
to come home in the night carrying arms. I really did not understand
the meaning behind this big war when I was small, but I used to be
attracted by the uniforms and the guns, even though I could only
touch the guns. They used to boast of their heroic experience.

� Sathiyan, Sri Lanka
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In a context of personal determination, the adolescent can be en-
couraged to search for identity in a destructive or negative way, by
being cruel and intolerant with people that are considered different (for
example, because of their skin color, culture, or clothes). This makes
young people easily influenced by propaganda that can reinforce their
existing intolerance and incite them to take up arms against people that
are designated as enemies:

Because I personally believe that when people are young, others can
abuse them. It is my very unfortunate fate that I was drawn into
wars. � Javad, Afghanistan

Adolescence also generates feelings of strength and power, a direct
result of the physical and intellectual maturity the young person feels:

It was actually really nice to be able to do something on my own. At
the time I was, how do you say, starting to feel more confident, more
free to do what I wanted really. It was nice. It was nice to be able to
go out somewhere, to find out and do what I want.

� Andrew, United Kingdom

I believed that I was an adult, and I had nothing else. I said to myself
that it would be good for me, and then the young people who are
already in the “company,” they encourage you.

� Pierre, Congo-Brazzaville

There are a number of features that could make an armed group
attractive in adolescents’ eyes, but it is the impression of invulnerabil-
ity—that all difficulties can be overcome—that influences the decision
whether or not to join. The real dangers connected to being a soldier
tend to be overlooked or ignored:

It was my friends that encouraged me to become a Cobra. They told
me that it was not dangerous. I could hold the weapon, they said.
Above all, there was a good ambience, it’s not complicated. When 
they return with money; you want to have some too!

� Albert, Congo-Brazzaville

I was not thinking of fighting. I just wanted to enjoy and have a nice
trip. � Ajith, Sri Lanka

I joined the FARC [Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia]
because, well, because I was lonely, because I was fed up with my
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mom, because I didn’t think that that was [. . .] going to change my
life, I thought that I was standing on top of the world.

� Carolina, Colombia

This is compounded by the tendency in adolescence to be rather oppor-
tunistic, taking immediate benefits seriously:

You see people fighting, earning money, then you want to make the
same. � Pierre, Congo-Brazzaville

The context of war might also provide the young people with
opportunities. They can become important members of their families in
terms of protection or helping them survive by providing them with an
income or food. This may be seen by them as an individual opportunity,
or it may be a responsibility thrust upon them by becoming the head of
the family, by being expected to provide economically for the family or
to give protection—particularly in the case of boys:

I thought that what I did was normal, because it was to save my
family. . . . all that I did, it was because I wanted my family to
survive. � Henri, Congo-Brazzaville

This perceived societal role may be extended beyond the family to the
community more generally,27 providing an opportunity to become im-
portant members, especially through the defense forces:

I began hearing about the Indigenous Guards about a year ago, when
I was told that in the Guards you were given a stick to guard with,
you had to be aware of who was coming in or going out, and it was 
a post that required a lot of responsibility. . . . For me, it’s a process,
an organization of young people, who look after the lives of the other
members of their community. � Otoniel, Colombia

Traditional beliefs and community perceptions about the entry of
boys into manhood also play a specific part. Male adolescents are often
expected to protect and provide for their family and community, includ-
ing taking up arms,28 while this is not the expected role of girls:

Just protecting your area. Simple as that. � David, Northern Ireland

We are working as SDUs, Self-Defence Units. . . . For example,
whenever they came to the area, maybe the vigilantes come and burn
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the houses. So we have to guard the area. � Benny, South Africa

The UDA, that’s what stops the hooding [petty crime] ’round here. If
there was no UDA there’d be like houses getting broke into, people’s
cars, you know, every minute of the day, just robberies, and people
getting hassled and things happening. But it’s the UDA stops it all,
it’s them that keeps policing the areas. � Paul, Northern Ireland

Others use this situation as a way of escaping from their parents’ guardian-
ship. Under those circumstances, joining an armed group can in fact offer
the possibility to survive outside the family:

I just got fed up with being at home, I don’t know if it was because of
how my family treated me, or my mom, or my dad, or whether it was
because I was ungrateful to them, I don’t know if it’s because of that,
that I was fed up, but yes, I got on well with them for a while, then it
got a bit bitter, but anyway, I decided to leave home. I left home when
I was ten years old. � Alfredo, Colombia

Culture and Tradition

Culture and tradition provide the individual with a framework through
which to observe and interpret what is happening, influencing the way
they see and interpret things. The place of the individual in society,
determined by their family and clan, their age, sex, and religion, and the
profession of their parents, is an important concept to take into account
when trying to understand motivations of young people to become com-
batants. The whole set of rules and regulations surrounding their cul-
turally determined role in society is very different from one context 
to another. The tradition of warfare, with its rules on the way war
should be fought, includes ideas on who should be fighting and who
should not:

Afghanistan’s situation was so that all people from 15 years old to 80
had to fight. � Mortaza, Afghanistan

They like me because I joined the local regiment and everything. They
always like to keep it in the family and everything, so that’s why I
suppose they keep an interest. Even though they don’t even know me,
they’re very supportive of me. � Stephen, United Kingdom
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It also provides guidance on the accepted levels of violence allowed.
Although cultures and traditions are not static, adapting to new chal-
lenges, the norms and values carried through them are important ele-
ments that contribute to the decision to join or not.

In Afghanistan, family involvement in armed conflict has become
a cultural tradition for some:

All Afghani families have always had guns. From a long time before
the recent wars, Afghans carried guns with themselves. Because
Afghanistan has never been secure, people had to be armed to keep
and defend themselves. � Mortaza, Afghanistan

My father was a Mojahed and he himself led a group of Mojahedin. 
In the early years, my father led a group . . . and later my brother
led it. � Hassan, Afghanistan

In Colombia the culture of violence and arms is so prevalent that
some see it as unnatural not to have or like weapons:

Because all my life I’ve liked guns . . . Because I was brought up by
my family and they also like guns. � Jessica, Colombia

We used to live with an aunt, and my cousin was one of the lads 
from there, he was one of the tough ones, and so I used to see all 
these things going on there. He had his finger in a bit of everything. 
I mean, we lived on a corner, and they used to sit there and practice
shooting and so I used to watch them and I learned . . . I got used to
that, and so . . . � Andrés, Colombia

The media (in particular radio and television) both reflect and help to
create or perpetuate the cultural values, as well as often being the
source of information (and interpretation) about the conflict:

Even at a young age, you see it on the TV. Even when you go to
primary school you get books that say, “This is a policeman, this is a
fireman, this is a soldier.” [. . .] from a young age, you’re aware of the
army. It is a national thing. [. . .] Everyone knows about the army
and everyone learns about it. � Stephen, United Kingdom

By listening to the radio, from gangs from the same group, you 
see, they were beginning to get together. Law enforcement was 
here all the time, gangs were broken up, many gangs, many armed
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people, you see, bad people, like those people from the “pit” over 
there. � Carlos, Colombia

When I was working at the poultry farm I heard on radio as well as
television that a fierce war broke out at Parwan.

� Muhammad, Pakistan

Sometimes, radio and television are used as direct tools for recruitment:

The rebels called to the people on the radio, many young people joined
at this time. � Vanessa, DRC

Others are influenced by movies and movie characters:

One day, we will loot over there; on that I am categorical. This day
there, I would make at least 15 VX [large cars] over there. I will 
plant my name over there. It will be over with Pascal, I would be
General Braddock.

Braddock, is that a film character?
It’s Chuck Norris . . . [Pascal]

Oh yeah, it’s Chuck Norris in Missing in Action.29

Pascal dreams he’s playing war games. [Albert]
� Pascal and Albert, Congo-Brazzaville

It was a matter of influence; you look at action films; when you look
at that you are impressed! I said to myself, “Why just him?” I said 
to myself that one day, it would be me; I could also do that. Learning
how to use a gun, fighting in the front line, knowing how it happens.

What kind of action film did you watch?
Commando, Rambo! [Laughter]

OK, but for example Commando it’s an extreme case, but Rambo
at the end, it’s fast and furious!

He dies, but there’s all that action!

Yes, he kills a lot of people!
Yes, OK, but I didn’t think of killing people; I thought more

about the fighting and shooting.

Yes, but when he shoots, he kills people.
Yes . . . [Laughter] You see, at the beginning I didn’t think of

that, because I watched the television, and I didn’t know about the
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consequences and how it could happen, and so on. I didn’t think of
that, I was still a kid. I was so impressed by the action, the way they
handled weapons , the way they dressed. I said to myself that one day,
I would wear the same outfit. � Germain, DRC

Conclusion

War itself is the most crucial and fundamental environmental factor in
the participation of young people in warfare. As long as wars continue,
young people will become involved. This does not mean that nothing
can be done without abolishing war completely.

The causal effects of war are not only direct, but also indirect. The
impact of armed conflict extends to families, the economy, the educa-
tion system, and employment or other means of economic livelihood for
young people themselves and for their parents, and creates a need for
self-protection and protection of other members of the family. Each of
these elements can play a role in a young person’s decision to take up
arms. In societies where the military (whether government or armed
group) provides status and role models as well as the means of liveli-
hood, and for whom identity (religious, ethnic, peer group) is bound up
in the understanding of the conflict, there need to be strong counter-
factors if young people are not to become involved.

While the presence of war itself is important, this does not explain
why some young people in war zones join and others do not (nor, of
course, why young people join armed forces in peacetime). Clearly the
specific combination of the different environmental factors makes some
significantly more vulnerable. However, the factors are also cumulative;
thus a poor child, living in a war zone, without family, education, or
employment, is seriously at risk of becoming involved.

In addition to war, what begins to emerge here is that an individ-
ual’s family and education are critical factors: they may directly or indi-
rectly (through presence, absence, and attitude) make the difference, for
the at-risk young person, between joining and not doing so.

Notes

1. This is supported by Dumas and de Cock (2003), where the situation of
child recruits and a control group are compared (p. 25).

2. For general background information, see Appendix 2: Sri Lanka conflict
profile.

36 Young Soldiers



3. For general background information, see Appendix 2: Northern Ireland
conflict profile. To distinguish between the two groups of young people from
the United Kingdom, we refer to Northern Ireland and the United Kingdom
separately (the United Kingdom is made up of England, Scotland, Wales, and
Northern Ireland). All interviewees from Northern Ireland are associated with
Loyalist paramilitary groups. Regrettably, despite the best efforts of the re-
search team concerned, it did not prove possible to obtain interviews with those
young people associated with Republican paramilitary groups because of the
sensitive situation in relation to the cease-fire.

4. For general background information, see Appendix 2: Colombia con-
flict profile.

5. Brett and McCallin (1998) identified changing sides as one of the dis-
tinctive features of child (as opposed to adult) soldiering, in situations where
the child’s involvement is opportunistic, because of their normalization into
violence or lack of choice. Changes may be because of the ebb and flow of the
balance of advantage, or because of capture and incorporation into the captur-
ing armed forces or group. This aspect of child soldiering was also commented
on in relation to Central Africa by Dumas and de Cock (2003, p. 19).

6. For general background information, see Appendix 2: Congo conflict
profile.

7. For general background information, see Appendix 2: Sierra Leone
conflict profile.

8. The use of the term “recreation” is interesting because it makes the link
with the concept of “recreational rioting” referred to in the Northern Ireland
case study.

9. Those interviewed in Pakistan speak of their experience as volunteers
in Afghanistan.

10. For general background information, see Appendix 2: Democratic
Republic of Congo conflict profile.

11. If poverty is defined as living on less than $1 per day, the number of
youth (15–24-year-olds) living in poverty is about 238 million; and if the
broader definition of $2 is used, the number rises to 462 million. World Youth
Report 2003.

12. Brett and McCallin 1998.
13. Crill 2000.
14. Chung 1999, p. 1.
15. For general background information, see Appendix 2: South Africa

conflict profile.
16. Richards (1996) explores the question of whether denial of education

was a factor in the actual war in Sierra Leone, which he describes as a drama 
of social exclusion, and not only a factor in certain adolescents getting involved
in it.

17. Sommers 2002.
18. Bush and Saltarelli 2000, p. 9.
19. Chung 1999, p. 1.
20. The Cadet Forces in the United Kingdom include four groups: the Sea

Cadet Corps, the Army Cadet Forces, the Air Training Corps, and the Com-
bined Cadet Forces.

21. www.mod.uk/aboutus/factfiles/cadets.htm (consulted 5 May 2003).

The Broad Context 37



22. www.rfca.org.uk/tav_rmc.htm (consulted 5 May 2003).
23. According to the World Youth Report 2003, youth (15–24 years old)

make up more than 40 percent of the world’s total unemployed, and “increas-
ingly, the distinction between employment and unemployment has lost much of
its meaning, as young people move in and out of informal activities where nei-
ther term has any real relevance”(p. 4).

24. McConnan and Uppard 2001, p. 40.
25. Brett and McCallin 1998; McConnan and Uppard 2001, p. 54.
26. Erikson 1972.
27. McConnan and Uppard, 2001, p. 53.
28. Ibid., p. 39.
29. A Vietnam war film.
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The environmental conditions identified in the previous chapter set
the context without which young people rarely become involved in

armed conflict. However, in no situation in which many or even all of
these environmental factors exist, do all children become involved in
the conflict. This chapter explores the reasons why some young people
are more likely to join the armed forces or armed groups than others in
the same general situation. Similar broad categories can be used to clus-
ter their reasons: war and insecurity, economic motivation, education,
family and friends, politics, and identity and psychosocial factors.

It is important to reiterate first that this study treats only those who
were not abducted or physically forced but had some apparent measure
of choice about joining, and second, that the focus is on the adolescent
age group, rather than younger children, and that the perspective is that
of the young people themselves.

War and Insecurity

As noted in the previous chapter, war is itself a cause of many of the
other factors affecting the likelihood of involvement in the conflict, but
war creates particular problems and dynamics over and above these.
Living in the middle of a war or war-related context creates insecurity
at several levels: physical, economic, and social. A sense of vulnerabil-
ity is an important contributory factor in the decision. However, the
degree of importance to particular individuals depends on their specific
situation.
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Adolescents face many different protection needs. These may be the
general problems of personal physical protection related to the nature of
the conflict:

You have no choice, to defend yourself, to be safe, you have to be
armed. � François, Congo-Brazzaville

When it’s the war and you are a woman, you risk your life; you risk
your life because you are a woman and the men will rape you if you
don’t protect yourself. � Christine, DRC

For some, it is protection from recruitment or harassment by the other
side, in particular as they approach “military age.”1

The risk of being taken by the army was bigger as we grew older, and
when we joined the LTTE, we had guns to protect ourselves and other
Tigers to protect us. � Sudhahar, Sri Lanka

While we were struggling to earn a little money to exist, the Sri
Lankan army started giving us a lot of trouble. I was often caught
and forced to work for them in their camps or outside clearing the
areas or cutting bunkers. When I was caught like this till evening I
worked for them without money, then I cannot earn anything for my
family. I hated working for them. What I hated most was that every
Sunday I had to go to their camp and sign in like a released prisoner.
After all, what wrong have I done? Only thing was we were Tamil
and young. Many of the men and young boys like me had to go to
sign and all of us were given different assignments to complete. We
came home tired, hungry, and angry. We felt helpless because there
was no one to turn to for justice and relief. [. . .] I had to be free, so I
decided to join the LTTE who were fighting against this type of
situation. � Sathiyan, Sri Lanka

First of all, I decided to join the paramilitaries because I was alone,
and then with so many people having scores to settle with you, you
need a bit of help. If someone’s going to attack you, they can defend
you. If I wouldn’t have joined, I’d be dead. If you leave them, you are
without protection. � Andrés, Colombia

They’re the ones that like help you when you’re stuck, and if there’s
people bullying you, and all that, like you get round here all the time.
And you get, like, people in different paramilitaries trying to bully
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you into giving them money, saying you owe me money and 
all this. � Billy, Northern Ireland

But also, once you are in trouble, joining an armed group may be the
only apparent way forward:

Because, well, I started looking around, and I thought if I’ve got no
one watching my back then I’m going to get killed, because someone
had a score to settle with me there in Toledo, everywhere, I was . . . 
In Toledo, well, the, the people that killed my cousins were looking 
for me and, and my brother and another cousin, I mean their other
brother, to kill us. [. . .] I did it as a kind of refuge. . . . For that
reason, on the one hand because of that situation, a lot of it was to do
with the disregard people showed me. I said to myself, “This is great,
I can have friends that appreciate me, that don’t humiliate me.” And
here I found that, and I like it and I stayed here. � Richard, Colombia

For some, joining seemed completely natural because of the apparent
lack of other options:

I didn’t choose this situation. You know that we are in a country at
war, and then you don’t have much choice. You can run away or
fight. � Christine, DRC

What else can I do? There’s nothing else for me to do. I needed
something to do so I decided to join. � David, Northern Ireland

Economic Motivation

Only rarely are soldiers without food. Long after the civilian population
is destitute and starving, armed soldiers are able to live reasonably well.
For many young people this is the bottom line. If they or their families
are not to go hungry, or even starve to death, becoming one of the sol-
diers seems the only or best option:

When the AFRC came to Koidu town after they had been driven from
Freetown, they found us in Koidu and there was no way of leaving
the town. We also did not have any food and water. We were starving.
One could only get food then when one was with the rebels. That was
what led me to live with them. � Arthur, Sierra Leone
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I was in my village when they attacked then. We all ran out of the
town. Then I was given information that the RUF [Revolutionary
United Front] had a lot of food. So we were with all members of my
family, we had no rice, so I decided to go to the town and I lived with
them. � Elisabeth, Sierra Leone

For others, it may not be as stark as starvation, but involvement may be
a means of covering the basic necessities:

They’ve helped me get work before. You know, window cleaning. Say
you’ve no money—when I first moved into the house, they bought me
stuff for it and all, so they did. [. . .] Gave me tables, units, just stuff
to help me out, like, when I first moved in because I wasn’t [working]
or nothing. Well, I was working but then I got sacked. So once I was
on the thing [receiving unemployment benefit], like, they helped me
out. � Paul, Northern Ireland

Adolescents are particularly likely to succumb to promises of pay
or rewards because of their low economic status as young people, in
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addition to the fact that most of them come from families that are
already poor or have been impoverished because of the war. Sometimes
these promises are fulfilled, sometimes not:

As you know, there was no work here, so joining up paid [. . .] Above
all, in this case you were allowed to loot, so you went in the banks,
the safes, the taxis. � Albert, Congo-Brazzaville

It’s a guaranteed wage. � Andrew, United Kingdom

What was the main reason you asked to go to Northern Ireland?
Because I heard you’d get more money, ya’know. Because I was

young and I wasn’t on much compared to . . . I’d just turned 17. The
army works its pay band like the younger you are the less money you
get, even though you’re doing exactly the same job.

� Stephen, United Kingdom2

I was there when some guerrillas came by, and so I went and talked 
to them, and I wanted to join them, and so they [said] that if I wanted
to join them then, they said that it was a good life with them. They
told me that they got money, they got given clothes, and well,
sometimes you had to go hungry, but there was money there—
then when I got there, I found that that was just lies, being paid.

� Alfredo, Colombia

Often, armies and armed groups also make promises of rewards to come
after the conflict. Some promises are particularly attractive to young
people as it gives them hope of a better future:3

They promised that we would build schools; they had promised the
final count for the work done to defend our nation. [. . .] They owe us
money, somewhere between $3,000 and $5,000 each. [. . .] When we
enrolled they made a promise to us, and now that they have what they
wanted, they must give us what they had promised to us.

� Germain, DRC

I had decided to join to win the will of Almighty Allah because Allah
has promised the reward of Paradise for martyrs of Jihad.

� Ehtesham, Pakistan

The economic aspect is not purely individual selfishness. For some, the
motivation is to benefit their families:
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At that moment, I didn’t think of my age. I felt like a brave man.
After having heard the promises of Kabila, I immediately thought of
my family, I said to myself that my family would be fine, that the
Mobutu men would be driven out; I didn’t think of my age, I just 
said to myself that I had to be in the army. I said to myself that if 
I arrived at Kinshasa, I would have what I wanted. � Joseph, DRC

We also got benefits on food rations and LTTE taxes because my
brother died a hero. � Sudhahar, Sri Lanka

Because of the looting [. . .] You see them returning with a lot of
merchandise, and I had to take care of my family.

� Albert, Congo-Brazzaville

Most of the young people took up arms because it was too hard to
resist. Life was too hard. Most of us took up arms to get their families
out of misery. Me, I took up arms because we couldn’t live any more,
most of the villages were destroyed, we had nothing; I had to help my
family. � Henri, Congo-Brazzaville

Education

Because this research focuses specifically on adolescents, school (or the
lack of it) is a significant issue. Next to war and the role of the family,
this emerges as the major factor that influences the decision to join
armed forces or armed groups.

The fact of not being physically present in school greatly increases
a young person’s vulnerability to recruitment because it leaves them
looking for other things to do. This absence from school can have dif-
ferent causes. Sometimes, lack of means prevents young people from
attending school:

I, I got to, I got to fourth grade and then my mom didn’t have any
more money and I had to leave. � Carlos, Colombia

I studied up to the ninth grade. The family had financial difficulties
and then I had to start working to help my family.

� Gajathukan, Sri Lanka

As we went through a lot of financial difficulties, I gave up my
studies and started working with my father. I had to work to support
my father who could not manage to support our family all by himself.

� Sathiyan, Sri Lanka
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I continued my schooling in a school called Martyr Khatibi. I never
was successful in school because when I was in my uncle’s home I
didn’t have mental and social security in home and my uncle’s wife
tortured me. I didn’t score good points in school. When I came to the
seminary home I had to work for getting money. � Javad, Afghanistan

Although this could be seen as, and indeed is, part of the more gen-
eral issue of poverty, its specific impact in relation to the actual (as
opposed to theoretical) availability of school is what affects the young
people in this instance.

Other young people are excluded from school because of their
behavior. Often this reflects other factors that already indicate vulnera-
bility to recruitment:

At thirteen, I got threw out [of school]. [. . .] Smoking weed
[. . .] That’s what it was, I got caught and threw out for it. [. . .] 
I needed something to do so I decided to join.

� David, Northern Ireland

I was well behaved, then I started getting involved in the gang, and
that’s where it started going wrong for me, because I used to go to
school and everything, until I was thrown out of school. . . . Yes,
that’s why I was expelled, I had some problems with my schoolmates.
. . . I started there, I was new, you see, and you know that at school
sometimes, sometimes there are gangs and so I was given a lot of
hassle. . . . Because I was very quiet, you see, they saw that I was
quiet, and so they started saying things to me, and then in the end I
started insulting them, and then once I was going to kill a companion
of mine, and so that’s why I was expelled and that’s when the
problems started. � Andrés, Colombia

One day when someone was going to kill me [. . .] I was 11 years old.
I was at school, at school, some enemies of mine were studying there,
and then in the end I was expelled because I fired a few shots off
there, I shot at someone but he ran away. � Carlos, Colombia

People were always trying to get us into trouble in the classroom, 
and we, we, we were so young, but we weren’t going to let them get
to us like that, and so the two of us went and got a knife, we bought
it together, the two of us with our lunch money that we’d been given.
So we were there with the knife and the kids looking at us, and so we
took out the knife, and then we went like this towards the desk, and at

The Life of the Prospective Volunteer 45



once the teacher seeing the knife took it off us, and so—and that
happened, and we’d just bought it, we had it, and I don’t know, so we
just started hitting her with a stick, but the head teacher, he was like,
“No, this family is a disgrace to this school,” and we were expelled,
and so I didn’t go back to that school. � Richard, Colombia

Some were not excluded by the school but simply dropped out:

Actually, at the beginning, I was at school and that didn’t work. 
Me, I didn’t like to go to school. Then I was lazing around in the
neighborhood, and then people come to see you. They ask you what
you want to do, and you see people fighting, earning money, then you
want to make the same. � Pierre, Congo-Brazzaville

Even if I went to school I do not think I will benefit because I
will someday only be a fisherman like my father.

� Shutharsan, Sri Lanka

I was studying at school but I was not interested in education and
repeatedly dropped out from school on an annual basis, and instead
loved to fight [Jihad] as it was more attractive than education. I love
the spirit of fighting Jihad. � Zahid, Pakistan

Or again their lack of interest led to antisocial behavior at school, which
in turn led to their exclusion:

Because of my school background. When I went to secondary school,
from the age of 12, I would have made my mind up to join the army. 
I did read somewhere I needed no formal qualifications. And I didn’t
really like school. [. . .] The way I saw school is that I wasn’t really
bothered. I could just mess around and do the stupid things, and I
did. I wasn’t really gobby [loud and insolent] but I was quite frowned
[upon] by the teachers and everything. And at the age of 13 you think
it’s me against them. I was disruptive. I didn’t really get bullied, I
wouldn’t say—well, it’s—I know I bullied other people. I wasn’t
sexist about it; it was both boys and girls. I’d already made my mind
up. I knew I didn’t need school. It’s a bit of a regret now, for life and
everything. � Stephen, United Kingdom

For others it is the treatment by the teacher that leads to their with-
drawal or deciding to leave:
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I took keen interest in my studies [. . .] But one day our teacher, 
while checking our homework—I due to some reason failed to do my
homework, along with four or five other class fellows—punished us
corporally and abused us as well. I made a complaint to my parents
and my father inquired of the teacher what was the good reason for
abusing me. My father and teacher tried to reason it out, and my
father took me out of study, and argued that teachers are not human.
Now you will get admission in a madrassah [he said], where there are
no abuses and you will live an ideal life with the scholars there.

� Ehtesham, Pakistan

Even when the young person is in school, however, the school itself can
act as a push or as a pull factor. The teachers may encourage the pupils
to join, or the school system itself may be perceived as part of the appa-
ratus of oppression:

One day in morning assembly at school our headmaster asked [told]
us that Jihad broke out in Afghanistan. [He said to] make arrange-
ments to join if anyone is interested. We group of five friends decided
to join. � Ehtesham, Pakistan

It was the school that arranged the interview with the army.
� Stephen, United Kingdom

If we were having an SRC meeting, the police would come around
and shoot or beat the students. So many people died for the SRC.
Even the government stimulated—encouraged—the vigilantes to 
kill the students. So it was these things that inspired us to join the
revolution. � Benny, South Africa

We always had protests at school that time . . . some people were
detained at that stage and they were detained for weeks sometimes or
for months sometimes. � Kathryn, South Africa

Finally, some armies offer training and the possibility of obtaining qual-
ifications as inducements:

The other thing I like about the army is the little perks it gives you.
And looking back now, I knew, they told me that at the careers center
as well. So that also got me keen to join ’cause I knew I could redo
them [school exams] at any time, without any pressure.

� Stephen, United Kingdom
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Family and Friends

One of the crucial issues that emerges from this research is the role of
the family: both as a push factor and as a pull factor in the decision 
of the young person to become involved. This comes up in every inter-
view and in all dimensions, either as a direct or an indirect factor.

Although sometimes the whole family is involved in the armed
group or in supporting the movement, more often, not all family mem-
bers are involved, and not all the children join the armed forces or
armed group. Age, gender, and position in the family are all factors, as
well as the individual temperament and the specific relationships
between siblings and between the specific child and one or both parents.
This needs to be considered also in relation to demobilization and rein-
tegration: where the young person’s home life was very troubled, as
well as when the family has ceased to exist, the received wisdom that
the best interest of the demobilized child soldier is to be reunited with
their family needs to be given further consideration.

Sometimes the situation within the family itself is the push factor,
so that the young person is, in effect, running away from home. The
emotional strains of family life are evident in many of the stories—both
between parents and children, and when exacerbated by new relation-
ships and step-siblings. In such circumstances, the armed groups in the
conflict provide an escape route for the children:

My father is a fisherman, but he drank heavily. He used to come home
drunk and beat all of us. Life at home was terrible. My mother went
abroad to work in the Middle East as a housemaid. My home situa-
tion was unbearable. I had frequent quarrels with my father. I was
often ridiculed as a useless person, especially when he was drunk. 
I hated going home and facing the insults of my father and I wanted
to get out of that. � Shutharsan, Sri Lanka

When I was younger, I was at school, and when I did some homework
wrong, she’d [mother] whip me with the tape recorder flex and whack,
she hit me, and I was like, ow! I used to run out of there crying and 
I, I said, no, I’m leaving, I’m getting out of here, and stuff like that. 
[. . .] What led me to join? I don’t know, like the rejection, and like
my family’s indifference, and all that. I said to myself, no, how am 
I going to let myself be humiliated by my family? I can manage on
my own, I know how to, and so I started hanging around with friends
like that, like, and so then I was thinking about, every day I was

48 Young Soldiers



thinking more and more about having guns and stuff like that and
here I am. � Richard, Colombia

My dad, I was seven years old when, once a . . . it was a public
holiday and he came back drunk and that day he got us all together 
in the house and he killed himself. [. . .] we were all in a little room
watching television and he arrived, he arrived and he kicked up a fuss
and said no, he said that he was leaving, but he was going to take me
with him, and so he arrived and he aimed at my head twice, but he
didn’t fire. [. . .] And then he got down on the ground, but he didn’t
fire either and when he pointed the gun here, at his temple, then he
fired, and he fell there and he died. � Otoniel, Colombia

Well, she’s, she’s [mother] left me black and blue. First she left me
black and blue, then she says it makes her ashamed for people to say
that her son is a thug—how about that?—she’s like that. [. . .] I said
to her, “If you’re not going to understand me then it’s better that I
go, tell me to leave, I’m going.” And so we often have arguments, and
she says, “then go,” and so she beats me and so it’s best for me to
keep quiet. I’m just like, “OK, mom; alright, mom,” and like that, it’s
better, do you get me? You can’t be, I mean, a mother can be really
horrible but you can’t ever . . . � Carlos, Colombia

My dad died . . . and my mom, then, then she was going out with
another man, she got married again, and that man he provided for 
us, didn’t he, even though we weren’t his children, but then the, the
physical maltreatment we were given, I mean . . . [. . .] he beat us
with a belt. I mean, he gave us everything but then he didn’t stop
reminding my mom about it, I mean, everything that he gave us. 
[. . .] I got fed up with my mom because everything that happened at
home was always my fault or my sister’s fault. [My mom beat me]
sometimes with her slipper, or with a belt or something, and so, I
started fighting with my mom [she starts to cry]. I got fed up with
my mom and my granny took me in.

� Carolina, Colombia, referring to events at the age of 6

They beat me for playing up, playing up in the sense that I did
something wrong, you know, bad things, and sometimes I didn’t take
any notice of what they were saying, and so my dad would beat me,
he really laid into me, all the time; he used to beat me one time after
another, several times in a row. And so I, well, I always got fed up
with that, he hated me, he was always beating me, and so. . .

� Alfredo, Colombia
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Sometimes it is not just the individual within the family, but the whole
family that is perceived negatively (rightly or wrongly):

People haven’t got a high opinion of us, no one likes us, because we’re
very, I mean, since we were little we’ve always been delinquents.
We’ve always been crooks; since we were kids people told us, “Those
kids aren’t going to be friends with my children, they’ll corrupt
them.” So, there, we were like, the rejected family, just leave them 
to it. � Richard, Colombia

The previous chapter considered family involvement in the military
and/or the war as a general environmental factor, but it can also act at a
more specific level:

I did not have any knowledge and experience of war and its aims,
consequences, and that it may cause my death. I was just for
supporting a member of my family, and for the sake of kinship
relationship I joined to war. � Javad, Afghanistan

Well, I joined out of love for my brother [who had already joined],
because I loved him a lot. � Jessica, Colombia

My cousins, well, now, now they’re dead, they were killed two years
ago. One of them, a cousin of mine who was involved a lot in the
conflict, he used to show me lots of weapons, and he used to say that
maybe when you grow up if I get killed then you can avenge me, and
I used to say OK to everything, and I, and he taught me to use them
[weapons], and all that stuff, and then when I was a little bit bigger,
he was killed, not so long ago, about two years ago.

� Richard, Colombia

My brother was a commander, he was a Liva, a military officer who
can lead 2,000 soldiers. I joined my brother’s forces.

� Hassan, Afghanistan

My brother was lost for two to three months after he joined the
conflict and the elders insisted we go after him and find some news 
of his whereabouts. � Aziz, Pakistan

My father is a warlord and his source of income is fighting and
participation in combats. [. . .] It was in my mind from the beginning
to become a commander like my father. � Khalid, Pakistan

My father was a warlord. [. . .] We were four children; three boys and
me. [. . .] Yes, I was the last one. But I always wanted to be with my
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father [. . .] and then my brothers, they were with him also.
� Catherine, DRC

A recent ILO study4 in the DRC found that none of the unrecruited
children in their control group had a father in the armed forces, whereas
10 percent of the recruited children did. One interviewee listened to the
discussions between his uncle and the “big brothers,” the “old crocks,”
the veterans of the movement, when they were sitting around:

Because I was inquisitive, I could say that I wanted to know, “What
does this represent?” And the more you get, the more you want to
know. And I could not stop myself—I was in the thing.

� Solomon, South Africa

On my mom’s side of the family, it’s quite a big family. A lot of 
them were in the army as well and they’d send stuff to me. Even
though I’d never met them, they were still interested, so I’ve 
had the army contact as well. So my family was very keen for 
me to join the army ’cause I was keen on it, basically.

� Stephen, United Kingdom

In other cases, the family can be the crucial factor in preventing the
young person from joining, whether temporarily or permanently:

I did not take part in combat against the Americans because my
father refused to allow me (I did not inform my father and my
brothers even when I joined as a combatant [previously]). [. . .] 
If my father allows me I will definitely join to fight Jihad, otherwise 
if he refuses [I] will never join. � Muhammad, Pakistan

It is important to realize the significance of parental influence in
cases where many other vulnerability factors are in place. It strongly
suggests that it is the decisive factor in keeping most young people from
becoming involved in armed conflicts.

After family, their friends—the group they “hang out” with—are
among the greatest influences on adolescents:

I had to leave the neighborhood, and then, then I went to live in San
Jose; but over there, there were bad kids as well, and I started to get to
know them and I started getting involved with guns and all that as
well. [. . .] I arrived here when I was 14 years old, and the, well, 
I made some friends and through these friendships, then there were
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plans to include me in the group. We talked to the boss, and then I
joined, I don’t know [. . .] Well, first of all, because I was alone, and
then with so many people having scores to settle with you, you need 
a bit of help. � Andrés, Colombia

I joined the Guards because I had many friends there, they were my
group of friends and they used to do guard duty. [. . .] that was like,
the gang, to be in the Guards, and all that . . . my friends, my
cousins, they all told me to join the Guards because that was great
fun, so that I wasn’t hanging around outside all the time, it’s good 
to be doing something sometimes. � Otoniel, Colombia

Three of us, me and my two friends, left for Afghanistan. We were
young bloods; that’s why we left very emotionally. Besides, [people
returning from Afghanistan] used to tell about the current situation
in Afghanistan. We were very curious about it so we left for Kabul.

� Aziz, Pakistan

Classmates, friends of the district—It’s almost the majority of our
youth who decided to join. � Urbain, DRC

I became friends with some Cobras. Whenever they returned from
battle, they would bring something back. I was always by their side
asking them for something. I know a guy. [. . .] He said: “What are
you doing here, I can tell that you are brave, you can hold a weapon,
you know, once you try it will be fine.” � Albert, Congo-Brazzaville

It was almost like a mass movement. It was more influencing one
another and those things. And it was not the thing of an individual.
It was more a thing of the whole group does it, you know, so everyone
does it. Because remember even at that time there was, for example,
this scarf that the Palestinians are wearing—that red scarf. We used
to wear that and anybody who was wearing was a student; it was a
form of identification that you were actually a comrade or an activist,
you know. � Samuel, South Africa

I was busy with my religious education at a prominent madrassah,
but as time passed, some of our friends decided to fight Jihad and
together we left. � Ehtesham, Pakistan

Well, when I was about 13, my best mate, this old boy, the same age
as me and lived 100 meters down the road: even though he was at a
different school from me, in the nighttime we used to do everything
together, going to Cadets, going out on the weekend, drinking and
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smoking and everything. I tried getting him in the army but because
of his medical background, like, in the head and everything, he
couldn’t actually get in. I went on leave last August in the middle 
of a Northern Ireland tour, a six-monther. And about four days after
I’d gone back, he went to prison for stabbing someone. Like I said, I
was always with him at that time. I had to get out of that. He was my
best mate. I’m still in contact with him now but I wouldn’t really
class him as my best mate. � Stephen, United Kingdom

I always wanted to join but I don’t know if I had the motivation
about me to do it. My mate was going for the army as well, at the
new school, and he requested that he wanted an interview to speak to
someone about the army. And he said to me, “Yeah, you’re in Cadets
as well, can you make that two.” I tagged along to it. I went to a few
interviews over the months [. . .] and it all progressed from there
really. It was really my mate who was interested. Because I was in
Cadets and he pulled me along with it. � Andrew, United Kingdom

The development of a conscious identity, both as an individual and as
part of a group, is also an important part of the process of growing up,
and thus makes a particular appeal to adolescents. The awareness of the
respected status of those who are involved, and of an enhanced personal
status once one has joined is appealing:

I feel loyal. [. . .] Proud. Proud to defend my people.
� David, Northern Ireland

Everyone down here is basically proud of what I am, proud of who 
I am. � Paul, Northern Ireland

I always go back bragging every time I see them [friends]. Normally
the one I come out with is “I’m getting paid now.” [. . .] my girl-
friend [is] envious of places I’ve been, what I’ve done and all that
type of stuff. I’m sure some of my other friends are as well because
I’ve got my own car, I got my driving license through the army. I’m
in the process of getting my own house, obviously with my girlfriend.
And most of my mates aren’t capable of being able to do that.

� Andrew, United Kingdom

I liked the idea of doing things at a young age that you couldn’t do 
on Civvy Street [in civilian life], ya’know? [. . .] General things: like
you couldn’t exactly walk around London with a weapon, could you?
Whether it’s real or not. Whereas in the army, and I was in my
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uniform—if I was carrying a weapon people would turn a blind eye,
wouldn’t they. Little things like that. And especially as a teenager,
look at the police, you got to be at least 21 to join the police, then you
have to go on specialist training and everything. [. . .] I haven’t taken
drugs for three years, more than that, three and a half years. I’m not
disruptive. I’m quite polite now. I’ve completely sorted my life out.
Before, I’d be down at the pub and everything. People used to know
what I was like, vandalism and everything; they’ve actually got a
little bit more respect for me. I know how to behave myself.

� Stephen, United Kingdom

The Military/Parties to the Conflict

Many armies (and armed groups) recognize the appeal of status and uni-
forms and actively seek to attract young people. In developed countries
this often happens through schools, cadet programs, displays, advertis-
ing, and recruitment offices. In the United Kingdom (and many other
Western countries) the cadet programs offered to young people are
designed to stimulate interest in a career in the armed forces.5 On its
website, the British Ministry of Defence states: “The Cadets, which we
support both financially and materially, help to keep young people in
touch with the Armed Forces. They involve over 130,000 young people
aged between 12 and 22, supervised by 23,000 volunteer adults, in more
than 3,000 cadet units.”6

This strategy clearly works in some cases:

I joined Cadets when I was 13. And then I joined the regular army as
soon as I could. When I was in the Cadets, I became aware of the
possibility to join the army. There was a lot of talk in the Cadets, and
I’d seen leaflets and flyers all over the place.

� Stephen, United Kingdom

Active youth recruitment comes from armed groups as well as from the
armed forces:

I used to see the LTTE soldiers come into the area I lived. [. . .] I used
to see them at the crossroad junctions. Sometimes they call for new
recruits. They used to describe the bad things done by the Sinhala
people and sometimes showed videos of attacks, and we were thrilled
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to watch these. At the end they ask for volunteers. I was drawn to
them and wanted to join them. � Ajith, Sri Lanka

Other young people initiate the contact themselves, but are then encour-
aged to join:

Once I met a soldier. I was just walking around, he was walking as
well; I was curious, I wanted to know him. [. . .] I told him that I
would come to see him the following day. I was very glad to have
spoken with him. He was beautiful! He and his uniform! [. . .]
Strong! He was beautiful and well built, he had a beautiful color, and
he was brown. The following day, I left over there. [. . .] He sent me
to buy cigarettes for him. They started to tell stories of soldiers. I was
there! Later on, I asked him what I would have to do if I wanted to be
a soldier. He said to me: “Hey, we’re looking for children like you who
want to do everything for their country!” He told me things! [. . .]
He explained to me how to leave, he directed me. I told him that I
would come. � Germain, DRC
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In addition to general youth recruitment, sometimes it is specifically
targeted at a particular young person, linked to an event or to the per-
son’s perceived availability:

I learned much through the Tiger information. My uncle was killed
by the army [. . .] Although we were told this we did not know
definitely who killed him or how he really died. But the Tigers
convinced us. I was very angry. Everyone in the family wanted
revenge. I was more convinced that it was my duty by the family
honor to take revenge. I was a person who was not much concerned
about the war. Tiger recruiters convinced and changed my way of
thinking to take revenge. � Sabesan, Sri Lanka

Some of them actively seek to make contact without waiting to be
approached either generally or specifically:

I always approached the organization and let them know I was
prepared. To die. But they knew I was prepared anyway.

� David, Northern Ireland

I wasn’t really told about it. I found out about the army purely
because I wanted to be in the army. I put myself out of my own way
to find out about it. Once I looked in the Yellow Pages, found the
army and I just asked several questions. � Andrew, United Kingdom

Some had a good perception of the group they were joining:

I joined this group because it’s very serious, they teach you to behave,
they have a good appearance, seriousness, no bad habits, and so I liked
this group best. � Andrés, Colombia

The other side of the coin is when the behavior of one side provokes the
impulse to join the other side:

I planned to run away from this terrible situation of forced hard-labor
work without payment for the army. As I was the only son I knew
that my mother was going to feel very sad. I was kind of torn between
the two situations of being at home and getting harassed every day or
running away to fight for a useful cause. I had to be free so I decided
to join LTTE who were fighting against this type of situation. I was
being harassed and tormented to work for nothing, and this was a
terrible situation for me. � Sathiyan, Sri Lanka
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What also made me also join at that stage—like, you know, the
police—the police visits to our houses. The threat that they used to
give, you know, and the way they used to wake you up at night—
they used to shine a torch in your face just to see who you are and
question you and things like that. And that gave me more of a
determination to go in that, you know, and to see what can be 
done to make a change to our society. � Kathryn, South Africa

Sometimes the military rob the family of their means of survival:

Mom gave me her coins and loincloths, I went to the market. While
going to the market, some Cobras stopped me. They were armed; they
said that they needed to get back my goods. � Henri, Congo

Sometimes it is the threat to the security of the family or individual
members of it:

My father was tired of political conflicts and was not active. But the
Taliban put him in prison; first because he is a Tajik, secondly he had
liberal motivations and thoughts. [. . .] He already was arrested, and
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he had been in jail for two months. But because he had made no
mistakes, the Taliban released him. [. . .] When he was released he
began to support Shah Masoud. Then the Taliban arrested him and
sent him to jail in Kandahar. � Mustafa, Afghanistan

The murdering of my family. [. . .] My father was a loyalist leader.
[He was shot] at my mother’s front door. [It was done by someone]
from another paramilitary organization. � David, Northern Ireland

Aye, well my cousin, he wasn’t out rioting, he was walking along the
street and then he got set upon by a group, and I just don’t like that
at all. That’s why I go out and riot, because I’m not going to let
people, and even the police, because they’re heavy-handed when
they’re coming in. They come in and start beating people for nothing,
and all this. And they usually come in heavy-handed and so you have
to riot with them. [. . .] Then after the Shankill bombing, that was
just another thing that put me to join the UYM [Ulster Young
Militants]. [. . .] My ma was just out of the UDA headquarters at 
the time it happened. She was about 10 or 20 feet away from it at the
time it exploded. And I thought she was dead that day, I was told she
was dead and I was crying and all. And I got up and she was, she
was there. � Michael, Northern Ireland

My uncle was a regular soldier; he was chief sergeant in the army; 
he was killed by the Ninjas in ’98. He was my only uncle from my
mother’s side. His death totally destabilized me. I needed revenge. 
You know, he was an important person in our family.

� François, Congo-Brazzaville

Politics and Identity

Rather than family or friends, it may be an issue of group identity or
political ideology that either calls for, or demands, the participation of
young people. It must be stressed that identity issues are sensitive to
manipulation for political ends. Creating the idea of a common identity,
whether based on religion, race, tribe, ethnicity, or other factors, is a
common ploy in identifying the “other” as the enemy to be opposed:

There I met some members of the movement who had been pestering
me since I was 12 years to join them; they asked me to come with
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them. They said it is for our people, and we all have to sacrifice.
Anyway, they had been telling me about all the terrible things that
have happened to our people and how bad the Sinhala people are.

� Shutharsan, Sri Lanka

Although it seems clear from Shutharsan’s description that he joined as
the result of a prolonged campaign of political and ethnic indoctrina-
tion, the immediate trigger for his joining was an imminent beating
from his father, as is quoted in the next chapter.

That Father was always trying to teach us the thing that is
happening, we must do this, this and this. We must do these things,
to fight the apartheid system. So all the time they pressured us and
then they gave us the thing to . . . That Father was changing my
mind so much, just because he was convincing me—a lot.

� Malcolm, South Africa

I could see that there was no justice in this country. There was no
justice. So I foresaw the reason for me to be really active, more than
before. � Benny, South Africa

I did worry about the national situation. [. . .] I only gradually
became aware of the great destruction due to the war. I realized that
people were dying, houses were being destroyed, and the military was
fighting. I was told that all the destruction was because of the army. 
I felt strongly that it was all unwanted destruction, and I wanted to
stop it all. � Sabesan, Sri Lanka

Many of the young people have been exposed to ideas and images
that make the idea of fighting attractive to them. Sometimes this is
directly related to other factors, such as status, or fulfilling a religious
calling, but it can also be the more general appeal for adolescents of
adventure, excitement, heroism, and emulating the role models pre-
sented either directly or through films, stories, or other images. Having
experienced the reality of war, many of them reflect how different that
reality was from their previous image of it:

Though I planned to join the combat, [. . .] personally, I was curious
about the climatic conditions. [. . .] We reached there at a time when
grapes were ripened and we enjoyed different types of seasonal fruit.
They [the Taliban] gave us a Kalashnikov for security and we kept it
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for security purposes, though later on joined as combatants, but that
was not our priority. Our interest was a recreational visit.

� Muhammad, Pakistan

We didn’t know about the whole reality of exile, what we were going
to be confronted with. Because I guess initially it was, it was
shocking. � Samuel, South Africa

I didn’t see all that, I didn’t know that in the army I would suffer. I
didn’t think of the suffering. When we saw a soldier, we used to say
that he got a job, it’s money too. We didn’t know what happened in
the army. We only saw from behind. � Germain, DRC

We were very happy to travel in their Pajero [four-wheel-drive jeep].
At that time of my life I did not know about war. [. . .] I used to see
the LTTE soldiers come into the area I lived. They were very smartly
dressed in uniforms. I used to admire them with the buttons and
nicely polished guns. They go about in big cars and carry big 
guns. [. . .] I was drawn to them and wanted to join them.

� Ajith, Sri Lanka

I went to war because I wanted to see how it was. When you are in
the camp, you see people who leave to the front line, and they sing.

� Catherine, DRC

You know the little ones when they see you, they run after you, they
look at you; they want to be just like you. � Pierre, Congo-Brazzaville

From childhood, I liked guns. All the children play with guns and if
they can’t buy one, they make one with wood. At first, in training, we
were given wooden guns—I did not like that, I wanted the real ones
that kill. I wanted to fight and die for a cause. But it was only after
joining that I learned about the real cause. � Gajathukan, Sri Lanka

The guerrillas used to pass through the hamlet, and I used to look at
them, and well, I thought, wow, those guns, they must be able to
shoot a long way, and as I really liked going hunting, so I thought
that one of those guns must be able to shoot further than a normal
rifle, and so I asked my dad and my dad said, of course, one of those
could shoot really far, and so they came by one, and I, like, wanted to
join them, but I wasn’t sure, and so for a while I couldn’t make up
my mind. � Alfredo, Colombia
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When I left to confront the Northern Alliance, [. . .] it was
considered religious duty to fight against the Northern Alliance. [.
. .] Then we [three of us] managed to reach there but observed that
they [Northern Alliance] were also raising slogans of “Allah-O-
Akbar” [Allah is Great] before opening fire just like us. After
continuously fighting for one year, we realized that Muslims are
confronting and killing each other. This is not the concept of Jihad,
thus we decided to demobilize and returned home. [. . .] I liked the
aspect of patrolling in the city in latest-model vehicles, a
Kalashnikov hanging over the shoulder, visiting new places, it was
so adventurous. Just like a dream come true, here we dreamed to be
a soldier and being in Afghanistan our dream came true. Many
more joined for the lust to enjoy this status but lost their lives.

� Aziz, Pakistan

In the United Kingdom, the Cadet forces are used to give young people
an attractive idea of what army life is all about:

Just a general question about what your experience of being in
the Cadets was like.

Me and my mates had a good laugh. Just chilled out and
everything. I enjoyed playing around with the guns and stuff like
that. � Stephen, United Kingdom

Do you think the Cadets gave you a realistic feel for what army
life is like?

Yes, much of the things are the same. Things like a muster
parade. Most mornings, you’d form up outside and they would call a
roll, a register, to find out if everyone’s there. Another thing is the
meal timings. Having to be at a certain place at the right time. It’s
learning self-discipline as well. If you did something wrong, you’d
either get a slap for doing it or would get shouted at or made to run
somewhere or punished. � Andrew, United Kingdom

But army life, nevertheless, is not the same:

The Cadet experience can be a little help with the basic training, but
apart from that it did not really. The army was a completely new job.
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The Cadets, it’s a hobby, while the army, it’s your profession. [. . .] I
knew there’d be discipline. Physical fitness is important. I knew that
it would be interesting and that I’d get buzzes every now and again
like when I’m doing section attack, like firing my weapons system,
ya’know. In Cadets you could only do a certain amount—obviously
safety—we were only little teenagers and everything.

� Stephen, United Kingdom

Conclusion

While Chapter 1 identified the key factors without which young people
are unlikely to become involved with armed forces or armed groups,
this chapter has looked at what impacts more directly on the individual
young person. Although war in general creates vulnerability, more
specifically it puts individuals and their families at risk physically and
threatens their means of survival both in terms of food and financially.
The army or armed group fills this gap or promises to do so. Allied to
these elements are the presence or absence of schooling, and whether
the school is used physically, culturally, or psychologically as a recruit-
ing ground. The role of schools illustrates the dual nature of some of the
factors: being out of school (whether through one’s own actions or by
force majeure) leaves young people vulnerable to recruitment, espe-
cially if they cannot find employment or other economically viable
activities. At the same time, some schools may encourage recruitment
by allowing the army or the armed group access to students, presenting
them as good options, or as being the fulfilment of ethnic, religious, or
political imperatives. Some specific young people may be targeted,
whether in or out of school, as being perceived by the potential recruiter
as likely material because of age, sex, availability, aptitude, vulnerabil-
ity, or for other reasons.

In a similar way, the family can be the cause of recruitment because
one of its members is alienated or ill-treated, or because the family (or
a key member of it) is currently or traditionally involved in the armed
forces or group or aligned in a way that encourages or provides
approval to such involvement.

For a young person who is in trouble, at home, at school, or else-
where, and who is seeking support, status, a sense of personal identity
and role at a critical time in their own physical, emotional, and societal
development, the armed forces or armed group can seem an attractive
option, particularly where such involvement is condoned or encouraged
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by the society or culture, and/or by key influences at home, at school, or
within their peer group.

What remains is one question: What is it that for specific individu-
als tips the balance from being in an at-risk or vulnerable situation,
thinking about joining perhaps, and actually acting on it? This is the
subject of Chapter 3.

Notes

1. The concept of “military age” is well recognized in practice, though it
has fluid boundaries. International law prohibits any recruitment or use in hos-
tilities of children under 15 years. Children who are or appear to be approach-
ing this age are therefore often targeted. The reality is that this means that chil-
dren of 13 upwards are often viewed as approaching military age—depending
on their size and physical development, which is, of course, subject to consid-
erable individual variation.

2. In the United Kingdom, rates of pay range from £16.85 daily for under-
17s up to £29.42 daily for those over 17 and a half (Amnesty International
2000).

3. The failure to fulfill promises of payment, schools, and better conditions
leads not only to a general disillusionment in many cases, but can present spe-
cific problems in relation to demobilization. Dumas and de Cock (2003) found
that some young people are reluctant to be demobilized because they have not
been paid what they were promised.

4. Dumas and de Cock 2003, p. 31.
5. Amnesty International 2000.
6. www.mod.uk/aboutus/factfiles/community.htm (consulted on 05 May

2003).
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The general setting (the environment) and the more specific situation of
the particular young person are factors in determining their involve-

ment in warfare. However, many young people who share these charac-
teristics still do not get involved. In no situation do all children, or even all
adolescents, become soldiers, even if they are in a war zone, impover-
ished, have broken families, are unemployed, and not in school. What is
the crucial factor that makes the difference? Some of these young people
admit that they had thought about the possibility of joining for years. Oth-
ers had never thought about it. Remember that these are not the youngest
children; nor are they the ones who were abducted by the fighting forces.
They are adolescents who define themselves as volunteers. How much real
choice existed will be considered in Chapter 6. Here, insofar as the young
soldiers and ex-soldiers themselves were able or willing to do so, the crit-
ical moment of making the decision or responding to events is identified.

Outbreak of Violence

I wouldn’t have joined if the cease-fire hadn’t been broke[n], so I
wouldn’t. � Michael, Northern Ireland

Most of the young people do not decide to go and look for a war to
fight. They simply find themselves in the place where the conflict is
taking place:

Until the Taliban took power I never seriously attended in the wars. 
[. . .] The Taliban [. . .] were foreigners and I wanted to defend my
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country against the foreigners. So, in 1994 I entered in war [. . .] the
Taliban came into Mazarsharif and we wanted to defend our city.

� Hassan, Afghanistan

We were living in our home in the city of Mazar when the Taliban
attacked us. [. . .] Then we began to fight with the Taliban. [. . .] we
had to fight them. [. . .] When the Taliban surrounded us and our
family and children, we could not sleep and we were worried and
scared. [. . .] We were in an insecure state; even in our homes we
were not secure. So we decided to guard our home at night. Then
every area and alley created a group of local security guards. This
local police was comprised of people of each alley; in fact every family
had to send a person, we named him Payledar, to the local guard
group. [. . .] we were armed. I always carried a gun. [. . .] Some
nights I was Payledar and some nights my father, and sometimes my
brothers. � Mortaza, Afghanistan

Of course, some families have taken evasive action in order to pro-
tect their children from precisely these problems. They relocate to
another part of the country, or go abroad—or send their children away
for education. However, the families who can and do act in this way
will tend to be those who have the financial means, who do not come
from a military tradition, and who are a functioning unit. This illustrates
the way in which the different vulnerability factors interrelate.

Lack of Income/Poverty

The critical loss of means of livelihood, taking away immediate means
for survival, can be the trigger to join:

The Iranian government asked and forced Afghani refugees 
in Iran to go back to Afghanistan. The shopkeeper that I was 
working in his shop sold his shop and left Iran. To support me, 
the shopkeeper introduced me to an Afghani military and 
political group in Mashhahad. I had to work with that group 
because I had no other way and there was no other option for me.

� Javad, Afghanistan

Sometimes, the need to protect and support their family reaches a crisis
of such urgency that the only solution seems to be to sign up immedi-
ately with the armed forces or armed groups:
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When I returned, I found my sister; she felt so bad, and I didn’t have
the means of treating her. There I knew that I was going to take up
the weapon to feed my family, because at this time I knew that the
Ninjas gave some manioc [cassava, a starchy root eaten as a staple
food] to their recruits. They even gave money. I couldn’t do anything
else; I was forced to take the weapon to help, to save my family.

� Henri, Congo-Brazzaville

I signed up to protect my sisters, because a lot of boys attacked girls,
women, and mothers. My brother was not around, he had fled the
village. I had to pay [. . .] to stop the militaries from taking my sister.
Then I had a sister that was pregnant, so we needed the money.

� Albert, Congo-Brazzaville

School

The sudden loss of school may precipitate the decision to join up:

When I was still at school, in my last year, I was going to the army
interviews because they said I could do it. However, they wouldn’t
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accept me until I left school officially. I got expelled [from school] at
the end of year 10 when I was 15. � Stephen, United Kingdom

Conversely, school may be the specific recruiting ground, as at the
broader level. Where the armed group runs or has access to the schools
(as with the LTTE in Sri Lanka), or where inspirational religious figures
are brought in to motivate the students, it is hard to resist:

While being at madrassah a young boy named “Noor Muhammad”
used to visit us and deliver speeches that fighting shoulder to
shoulder with the Taliban is Jihad. It made us very emotional, that
if he, Noor Muhammad, can join, why can’t we? We consulted one
of our Maulvis [clergy] and asked about our possibility of going for
Jihad. He replied that it was the most suitable time to fight Jihad
under the flag of the Taliban. We were still reluctant but the
repeated visits of Noor Muhammad and his speeches brainwashed
us to the extent that I began to think that if he, Noor Muhammad,
more handsome than me, is ready to sacrifice his life, why can’t I?
Then one day Noor Muhammad, along with his companions, called
upon us and said that they were planning to leave for Afghanistan
and avail the chance of fighting side-by-side with Noor
Muhammad. We also decided to accompany them.

� Ehtesham, Pakistan

Family Events

As already noted, the family is one of the most important elements for
any young person. The family situation, including economics, educa-
tion, values, and geographic location, are significant environmental fac-
tors, as are how the family sees its role in society, and in relation to the
conflict, and how others perceive it and its members. More immediate
and specific is the question of how the family functions internally;
whether it is cohesive and supportive of its members, or whether it is
divided emotionally or physically through death, divorce, separation, or
other factors. It is hardly surprising that for many young people, family
events are the catalyst for their decision to join the armed forces or
armed group.

Sometimes the catastrophic loss in the conflict of all or most of the
immediate family precipitates the decision to join:
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I first knew about the war when my father was killed. [. . .] So 
I joined. There was nothing else I could do then. [. . .] I joined
willingly because I did not have anybody to encourage me. [. . .] 
My first reaction was to take revenge and kill many soldiers who
attacked our village at that time who had killed my father [. . .] by
that time the high school was burnt, all of my belongings burnt
down, no education for me again, and my mother was ill and
abandoned in our house and died, so I thought that I can never be a
human being again. That’s why I joined them. [. . .] I didn’t have
anybody in the world. No mother, no brother, no father.

� Momoh, Sierra Leone

A similar case is described in harrowing detail in Sayanathen’s vignette
at the end of this chapter.

In other instances the loss might not have been so catastrophic, but
the urge for revenge caused an immediate reaction:

When we received the message of my brother’s martyrdom to avail the
opportunity which Almighty Allah had provided, to perform the duty,
we decided to join and left for Afghanistan. [His father had died when
he was one year old, and his brother’s death left him as the eldest].
We were young and immature, that’s why we decided to join without
consulting anyone. It was easy to cross the border without any
hindrance. � Aziz, Pakistan

I thought my father had been killed; I was like an injured lion.
� Pascal, Congo-Brazzaville

Many young people run away from abusive or exploitative home
situations into the armed forces or armed groups. This is true for both
boys and girls. The general descriptions by Alfredo (Colombia) and
Shutharsan (Sri Lanka) of their unhappy family experiences were
quoted in Chapter 2. They and Carolina (Colombia) recall vividly the
precise incident that crystallized the general situation into a trigger to
run away and join up:

No, the day that my mom beat me was when, I mean, when I made
that decision. [. . .] I joined the FARC because I was fed up with my
mom . . . well, my mom had already told me off, and she’d told me
that she was going to hit me again, and so I thought that she was
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going to beat me again, and so these, these guerrillas appeared, to do
guard duty, and I met up with them on the corner. I talked to one of
them and they said, OK, they would pick me up in a park at eight
o’clock that night, they told me to pack up a bag with a blanket and
nothing else, they said that there they would give me everything else,
and so I went there and they took me with them. � Carolina, Colombia

So one day I was working there, and my dad was angry at me. And
the truth is: well, my dad had to go and get some firewood, and so I
went to work for an uncle. I was there when some guerrillas came by,
and so I went and talked to them, and I wanted to join them. [. . .]
After that [discussion], I went back home—they told me just to take a
bag and toothbrush—so I went back home and I took that and I went
off with them. � Alfredo, Colombia

One day, my father [. . .] was looking for me to beat me with a stick—
he was drunk. I had gone fishing and I heard it from someone. There 
I met some members of the movement [LTTE] who had been pestering
me since I was 12 years to join them, and they asked me to come with
them. They said it is for our people, and we all have to sacrifice.
Anyway they had been telling me about all the terrible things that
have happened to our people and how bad the Sinhala people are. 
I was thinking about joining them from [when I was] 12 years old
and this was the ideal time to join. My father will never dare come 
to the Tiger camps looking for me. � Shutharsan, Sri Lanka

Others go to join family members who are already in the group:

When he [her brother] got to the house, I was called for: “Your
brother needs you.” So I said, “Well, what’s this about?” He said,
“I’ve come for you,” and I went. No more. I liked that and I wanted
to get out of there. � Jessica, Colombia

It was 1991 and I was studying at school when I made up my 
mind to visit my father during the summer vacations. He was
“Coomandaar” [Commander] leading a faction at Kunhar,
Afghanistan. [. . .] When I reached there war broke out accidentally
the same day. I was just ten year old at that time. [. . .] I was very
horrified for the first two days and in confusion ran here and there; 
I fired a bullet or two and returned to my original position. [. . .]
They made fun of me and advised me to leave but I insisted on
remaining there and thus accompanied them. [. . .] I also accompanied
my father and confronted the Northern Alliance on various front
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lines, but I was interested to remain close to my father and fight
under his supervision. � Khalid, Pakistan

Yet others are thinking about joining for a while and it is the encour-
agement and support of their family that pushes them to take the step:

They were quite supportive about it. [. . .]. My dad took time off work
to take me to the careers center and everything, so I was happy with
that. He encouraged me that it would sort me out, which it has done.

� Stephen, United Kingdom

Friends

The influence of the peer group during adolescence is very apparent.
Frequently, rather than being an individual decision to join, it is two or
more friends who go together. Sometimes one is clearly the leader,
sometimes it is more of a sense that “go one, go all”:

At an occasion when we were all seated on the ground, my Talib
friend told that “Mamma”—he used to call me Mamma or Uncle—
“we are joining them, OK?” I responded that we were not skilled in
combat and might get injured. He said, “OK, then you stay here. 
I am leaving with them [Taliban] for the fight.” I argued, “It would
be unjust that you die here and I return home safely. Let’s join
together.” � Muhammad, Pakistan

There were many students, but the day when we left it was only
myself and a guy called “X.” And there was the whole issue of 
which party we were going to join. X wanted to join the Black
Consciousness Movement. He was actually the one who told us that
the Consciousness Movement is the one of the PAC. And that is how
it went. � Samuel, South Africa

Recruitment

It sometimes happens that the recruiting activities of the armed forces
or the armed group catch the young person at the precise moment when
he or she is ready to join. Carlos (Colombia) was in a prison for young
offenders for having killed someone, and joined as soon as he was
released:
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They talked to me, and they said join right away, and so right away 
. . . and I, I didn’t think about it. Straight away, I went to see one of
the “jobs.” [. . .] Yes, straight away, and without thinking about it.

� Carlos, Colombia

I was already mobilized in my mind, when Kabila arrived with 
his Rwandan allies. He organized a meeting at Bukavu and made
promises to the young people. I was approached very easily, with my
friends, we didn’t hesitate, and we joined. [. . .] I was eleven years
old. � Joseph, DRC

To become a priest, much work was needed; we needed many good
marks and morals too. However, what stopped me, it’s the Release,1
as the Release arrived, almost all the young people left. In a class of
fifty pupils, the day of the Release, you found only twelve pupils in
the room. [. . .] It’s the same day that I joined the army, our president
held an official meeting. He asked the young people, the pupils, to
come to support him in the army. All those who loved him could send
their child into the army, it was his message. [. . .] Therefore, I left.

� Urbain, DRC

We didn’t ask anything; but when they came to the meeting, they said
that they wanted the small seminarists. At the beginning, they said
that they were going to protect us; then they said that we would have
good things. All that pushed us to be in the army. � Michel, DRC

Another estate was just above us, a UDA estate: we went up there,
went into a house. I says to them I want to join up; he says, “Right,
call back in about ten minutes.” So we sat for about ten minutes
round the corner and I went back round and walked down. And when
I went in, there was a boy standing there with a balaclava and a gun.

� Paul, Northern Ireland

When I was first told that he was cut up into pieces by the Muslims,
I felt anger at those who had killed my father. I was generally the
quiet type and I used to think on my own, and the more I thought
about how my father was killed the more angry I was. I wanted to do
the same to them. I used to get bouts of anger and I was angry with
everyone, including myself, especially for not being able to do
anything to take revenge. [. . .] I ran away from home and joined the
LTTE. I joined again on one of the sudden impulses I used to get the
same year [end 2001], when I thought of my father. It was my duty
and mission in life to take revenge. � Gajathukan, Sri Lanka
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As the last quotation illustrates, although some young people talk
about wanting revenge in personal terms, it is not always clear how
much this is really their own personal feelings (at least initially) and
how much revenge is a construct of society or of adults using the young
person’s anger, despair, frustration, and abandonment to fuel a commit-
ment to “revenge” or “avenge” in the name of the group or the cause.
Sometimes the recruiters deliberately tell the young person that a rela-
tive has been killed, or that the other side was responsible for a rela-
tive’s death, to encourage them to join up or to motivate them to take
“revenge”:

One of my friends was shot in his head because he refused to join
them [the AFRC]. He was killed right in front of me.

� Arthur, Sierra Leone

Conclusion

Some of the adolescents interviewed could identify a specific moment
or event that precipitated their decision to join an armed force or armed
group. For a young person witnessing the massacre of their family, the
nature and suddenness of the event leaves little room for other factors.
However, even in these circumstances, joining an armed group only
becomes the option because the group and the conflict exist. If the
destruction of the family had occurred in peacetime because, say, they
had been involved in a traffic accident, the response would have been
different. Thus the existence of the war, and the fact that an armed party
to the conflict committed the massacre, are relevant as well as the
absolute loss of family.

More often, the young person has already been considering the pos-
sibility of joining up. The degree of seriousness of this consideration
may vary. However, the scene is set and the event identified is the one
that tipped the balance from thought to action. Often this is a specific
example of the factors that have already started the thought process: for
example, another beating or expectation of one imminently from a par-
ent, or the absence of parents at a critical moment when the soldiers are
present and are encouraging the young person to go with them. Thus the
“trigger” often is not an isolated event so much as a specific moment in
a chain of interrelated factors that have cumulatively put the young per-
son at risk. At the same time, it is important to recognize that the nature
of adolescence makes them particularly vulnerable to making decisions
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impulsively and without necessarily weighing all the factors or consid-
ering the long-term implications of their decisions.

Many of the factors identified are negative ones: push factors
involving home, school, the economic situation, insecurity, and so on.
At the same time, pull factors encourage the decision not merely to run
away, or the need to find food, shelter, security, financial support, and
so on, but to seek it with the armed forces or the armed group rather
than elsewhere.
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VIGNETTE: SAYANATHEN, A BOY FROM SRI LANKA,
JOINED THE LTTE AT 11 YEARS OLD

One day my father and my elder brother were taken away for
questioning by the army. That was a terrible time. My father (I came
to know later) was hit till his jaw joint got dislocated. At the time,
when my father and brother were not in the house, the soldiers came
and called out. I was watching when my mother came out, my
younger sister too came out with her. The soldiers then shot at my
mother point-blank and both my mother and my sister died on the
spot. As my father and brother were taken away they did not know
anything about the deaths of my mother and sister at that time.

My elder sister and I buried my mother and my sister in our
garden. We dug the grave by ourselves with our bare hands. That 
will not go away from my mind. At that time, I was only 11 years
old. The killing of my mother and my little sister that happened before
my eyes made me decide to join the LTTE immediately and I made up
my mind to take revenge. I did not tell anyone. My father and brother
were released after some time. As my father came back he was very
sad and decided to take us away to another area he thought was safe
for us. He thought we could forget everything if we left the place. 
I will never ever forget this till I die. I did not want to go with him.
There were so many children without parents. I could not think of
anything else.

I wanted to kill those killers who kill the innocent children and
their parents. Otherwise, I thought all the children would be killed or
their parents would be killed and they would have to be orphans.

I joined the movement on my own. I went out alone from Madhu
to Mannar and found out where they were and went and joined them.
Later my sister also had taken the decision to join the LTTE. I sup-
ported her decision, and others who wanted to join the movement.

If I had not joined the movement I would have been unhappy.
How can you allow those who kill children and innocent mothers to
go scot-free? I wanted to kill, take revenge for all that I went through.
My father and brother were taken away; and they came and shot my
mother and little sister. I loved them so much. My family, a nice
happy family, was destroyed. With my bare hands, crying so much,
my sister and I dug the grave for my mother and sister. We were just
small children. Now I can tell you that I grew up overnight. I became
like a big person and I took the decision to join the LTTE. I was very
angry and wanted to take revenge.
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Note

1. The “Release” was the moment when the rebels went into the villages
and actively reached out to children and their parents, when they were rallying
for support before starting their march toward Kinshasa.
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The previous chapters have brought together the words of young sol-
diers and ex-soldiers, and from these we have gone some way

toward identifying three levels of influence—environmental, the spe-
cific situation of the adolescent, and the immediate trigger for involve-
ment—on the actions of these young people. In this chapter we will
draw these results together, and try to find the linkages between the fac-
tors themselves and with existing research. First, however, we present
the full story of one young ex-soldier, Javad. By close analysis of his
story we draw common factors from individual experience, and illus-
trate how these elements operate and interact in real life.

Javad’s Story

Javad is 20 years old. He is from Afghanistan and lives in the Islamic
Republic of Iran. His story illustrates clearly the many war-related
events and decisions that ultimately led to his involvement in armed
conflict. Growing up in an environment of oppression, poverty, and dis-
rupted family life, his ambitions were not to become a fighter, but the
lack of other opportunities runs like a red thread throughout his story.
The trigger factors for his decision to join up were the sudden loss of
income, returning to his home village and finding that war was all
around him, a family member who was involved, and a group with a
shared ideology. This annotated example shows the complex accumula-
tion of factors and the dynamic interrelationship between them that epit-
omizes so many of these young people’s decisions to join an armed
group.
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I was around age eight or nine when I lost my father.
When the Russians bombarded an area called Garma,
which is near our region. [. . .] Three or four years after
my father’s death, one of my uncles who had migrated to
Iran in the early years of the revolution came back to
Afghanistan. [. . .] He remained for about one year. In
1989, in order to learn modern education, I came to Iran
with my uncle. [. . .] I was a teenage boy without my
family and alone. My uncle was very poor and he just
received some little money from his seminary that didn't
afford his own life expenditure. [. . .] Half of the day I
worked and another half I went to school. I did work at
carpet weaving and hosiery and dealing socks. I had to
be self-sufficient economically. In order to not be a
burden on my uncle's life and his family. [. . .] Despite
that I was able to manage myself, my uncle's wife made
many troubles for me. [. . .] She hated me and several
times tortured and hit me. In the night I didn’t have
bedclothes; I had just a small blanket so that if I put it
on my head then my feet would be left out and if I
covered my feet my head remained uncovered. At the
same time, I didn't want to tell my mother my problems,
because I knew my mother was not able to help me and
she could not do anything for me except that if I told her
it just would make her very sad and worry.

Then I asked my uncle to send me to another place.
I requested him to send me to a religious school among
seminarians, then I would study, and my uncle's wife
would become happier. He accepted. [. . .] After one week
I couldn't pay money for food. And then other
seminarians forced me to leave there. I became homeless.

[Javad was given a job by a fellow countryman,
but in 1993 the Iranian government asked and forced
Afghan refugees in Iran to go back to Afghanistan.]
The shopkeeper that I was working for sold his shop and
left Iran. To support me, the shopkeeper introduced me to
an Afghani military and political group in Mashhahad. I
had to work with that group because I had no other way
and there was no other option for me. So, in 1993 I
began to work for that group [. . .] the Hezbollah.
Hezbollah had a magazine called Zohur. My job was to
gather news and information for that magazine. I must
listen to radios and collect news about Afghanistan. I
must record all news and transcribe them and edit and
provide them for publications. [. . .] I slept nights in the
office of the group, because I did not have any place, and
on days I worked there for them. [. . .] In 1995 our group
moved to Herat. I, as a journalist and a member of the
group, also went with them to Herat. [. . .] I was about

Specific situation:
Disrupted family

Environment:
War comes to them

Environment:
Access to education

Environment:
Family displacement

Environment:
Poverty

Specific situation:
Violence at home

Specific situation:
Assisting the family

Environment:
Nature of education
Access to education

Environment:
Displacement

The critical moment:
Sudden lack of income

Specific situation:
Lack of alternative
choices



Identifying Risk Factors and Their Linkages

It is clear from Javad’s experience and from all those presented in the
foregoing chapters that there are many different factors that result in
adolescents joining armed forces or armed groups, and that the rela-
tionship between them is neither direct, simple, nor static.

At the same time, what emerges is that there are key factors without
which involvement is extremely unlikely, and that these are cumulative
as well as interrelated in complex direct and indirect ways. Michael
Wessells,1 looking at children in sub-Saharan Africa of all ages and both
volunteers and forced recruits, came to a similar conclusion and devel-
oped a preliminary ecological framework2 comprising: poverty, oppres-
sion, ideology, armed conflict, and militarization as macrosocial risk
factors, and family, school, and community as microsocial risk factors.
The results of the current research refine and vary this suggested frame-
work, while supporting the general approach. In part, the variations
reflect the more specific focus on adolescents by bringing out such
issues as employment and the links between education and employment.
At the same time, our research strongly suggests that the macro- and
microsocial factors are fundamentally the same, but that they operate at
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15 years old. [. . .] My group had given me some money
and it was relatively enough for affording a life. I went
to my birthplace. [. . .] When I went there, the people
were fighting each other and internal conflicts and war
were so harsh and hot. Every group was trying to gain
control over a larger area of Herat [. . .]. One of our
relatives had made a military group.

The aim of the war in the region was to take power
and control the area. Because of these reasons, I had been
inevitably drawn into ethnic conflicts and I joined in a
group that I felt was closer to my ideals and beliefs. 
For about eight or nine months I was fighting in the 
war fronts [. . .] then I returned to Iran. [. . .] I was
introduced to another military organization. [. . .] This
organization was hiring young people for fighting as
soldiers. I joined this organization. After joining this
organization, I did pass a set of military training
courses. Then I was sent to Afghanistan for organized
military operations against the Taliban. [. . .] After
joining the organization. I attended in many wars and
military operations. They usually sent us to Afghanistan
for seven or eight months. After that, we returned to
Iran for three months to get rest.

Critical moment:
Outbreak of violence

Environment:
Politics, religion
and ethnicity



different levels and with greater specificity as one moves from the general
risk level and approaches the point of actual decision. This may repre-
sent merely a different classification process rather than any fundamen-
tal difference with Wessells’s findings.

In the context of adolescents who were not abducted or physically
coerced into fighting, the most significant factors identified relate to
war, family, poverty, education, and employment. Even as environmen-
tal factors, these obviously interrelate. Thus, for example, war often
leads to the death or dispersal of family, closure of schools, impover-
ishment, and lack of employment. Family death or dispersal often leads
to impoverishment, the inability of adolescent children to continue in
education because of the need to look after younger siblings or to find a
means of livelihood for themselves, and, in conflict situations, to their
weighing up the benefits of becoming involved.

Since the focus of this research is on involvement in armed forces
or armed groups, war itself is the most significant factor. However, as
already indicated, the existence of war does not explain why adoles-
cents get involved. The converse is also true. Where peacetime recruit-
ment of adolescents is permitted, the absence of war does not of itself
mean that young people will not become involved in armed forces.
Indeed, the same key factors appear to be significant in relation to
peacetime recruitment as to involvement in armed conflict. The major
difference is that war has a “multiplier effect” because it generates so
many of the other factors in critical and extreme ways, and also presents
what is perceived by the young people as a ready-made solution.

Next to war itself, the family is the most critical factor, whether in
pushing or pulling adolescents into armed forces or armed groups.
Sometimes this is deliberate: the military family sees the military as a
good option, or simply as the natural step. Adolescents often take on
responsibility for the family, or the remaining members of it, and the
need to provide for their survival, support, and protection. What comes
to the fore in the research and has not hitherto been sufficiently appre-
ciated is how often adolescents are in fact seeking to escape from a fam-
ily situation that appears to them to be abusive, exploitative, humiliat-
ing, or in other ways unsatisfactory. Being adolescent, they may well
themselves contribute to some of the family problems, as well as being
independent enough to seek their own solutions.

For adolescents, the third crucial element is education and employ-
ment (or the means of economic livelihood), including the relationship
between them. The young person who is in an educational setting and
making satisfactory progress, with the prospect of being able to make a
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living afterwards, or who has already left school and is economically
self-sufficient, will require strong incentives to leave to join the armed
forces or an armed group. Clearly, this implies various other linkages:
the existence and availability of school in practice; a family environ-
ment that enables the young person to attend and benefit from school;
a school situation that does not diminish, denigrate, humiliate, or dis-
criminate against the young person, and that is relevant to future job
prospects. The latter in turn implies the existence of a healthy economic
environment with demands for skilled labor and/or opportunities and a
market for entrepreneurial skills. At the same time, schools can be re-
cruiting grounds, both directly by armed forces or armed groups, and
indirectly by encouraging involvement in the name of religion, ethnic-
ity, nationality, or other ideas.

There are additional factors, such as culture, tradition, role models,
and the peer group, but these appear to be less significant in their own
right than elements that come into play through the school and the fam-
ily, or once other factors have already created a vulnerability. Thus, for
example, the boy who is already disillusioned with school and in trou-
ble at home is more likely to be influenced by religious or political
appeals, or by the decision of friends to join up. Susan Shepler3 tellingly
quotes in this regard from a Sierra Leonean student living in Ghana:
“When all our youths are engaged in meaningful activities they won’t
just follow any so-called freedom fighters who say they are going to lib-
erate them.”4

What becomes clear from this analysis is that there are major factors
of significance to be considered if the phenomenon of adolescent partici-
pation in armed forces and armed groups is to be addressed. It is remark-
able that in the widely different situations included in this research—geo-
graphically, politically, religiously, culturally, and in terms of the conflicts
or absence thereof—these major factors emerge as common features. It
is interesting to note that most of the same factors were identified by Lars
Mjøset and Stephen van Holde as being frequent motives of volunteers in
the European armies participating in the Thirty Years War (1618–1648).5

They specifically list: “deteriorating living conditions (poor people striv-
ing to escape starvation, unemployment, tax-pressure, and/or harassment
by soldiers); adventurism, religious motives; and the choice of the army
as a professional career (clans, bands, families, military dynasties).” In
this case, the focus was general rather than specifically on those identified
then or now as “children” (that is, under the age of 18), and it is not sur-
prising, therefore, that some of the more “child-specific” elements such
as education and family quarrels or abuse do not arise. However, it may
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be helpful (especially in demythologizing the issue of child soldiers) to
recognize that the current problems do have a historical context, and
can be considered as a progressive (or regressive) development rather
than something entirely new.

Conclusion

At the same time as understanding the risk features common to the sit-
uations studied, it is essential to recognize that the degree, weight, and
nature of the impact of the risk factors vary in the different situations.
Thus, although the major factors identified here provide a useful frame-
work of issues that should always be considered in planning country-
specific policies and programs, both the particular aspects of these and
the significance of other features will need to be taken into account. For
example, in one country it will be the lack of access to any education
that is the biggest issue, whereas in another, it will be the content of the
education; it may of course be more specific, e.g., there may be partic-
ular groups who are excluded from education, or the education may not
be seen as relevant. Erika Páez, for example, indicates that girls in
Colombia view access to education as a major alternative to joining
armed groups, whereas the boys do not see education as a force that can
change their lives.6 By contrast, boys in Sierra Leone rate education as
the key to everything,7 while girls, at least after involvement with the
armed groups, cite skills training and economic opportunities more
often than formal education as the most important thing for them.8 Each
of the risk factors identified will need to be analyzed and applied in a
similar way: Is it all children/young people or particular groups—rural
or urban, girls or boys, certain ethnic, religious or linguistic groups,
children from single-parent families or living outside the family? Fur-
thermore, there may be additional factors that need to be taken into
account in the particular context. What appears to hold true, however, is
that even though there are probably more factors, the key areas identi-
fied nonetheless remain key areas and will need to be considered in all
situations and in relation to all groups of young people.

It is equally clear that each young person is an individual. Even
those who share common characteristics with respect to the key issues
identified will not all become involved. As the stories of the young peo-
ple demonstrate, there are many additional and complex factors that
may or may not crystallize into a critical moment of decision. They also
demonstrate that these young people may be obstreperous, impulsive,
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and unaware of the full implications of their actions, but that faced with
difficult or unbearable circumstances, they do exercise choices, and
often display qualities of extraordinary responsibility, courage, persist-
ence, independence, determination, and resilience. Both the individual
nature of the circumstances that lead them to take the path they do, and
the capacity and personality they demonstrate, require that they should
also have a say in planning their future when it comes to demobilization
and reintegration.

The results of this research project raise two further issues. First,
the question of whether there are differences between girls and boys in
their reasons for becoming involved, and what these might mean in
terms of planning for demobilization and reintegration. This subject will
be considered in the next chapter.

Second, the experiences described here challenge the distinction
between “forced” and “voluntary” recruitment. Although all the young
people interviewed described themselves as volunteers, the interviews
raise a number of questions. Wessells found similar problems: “In many
cases, it is unwise to accept so-called voluntary recruitment as a matter
of free, rational choice.”9 On the other hand, the fact that young people
identify themselves as having volunteered can be presumed to have
some significance. This issue is explored further in Chapter 6, both as
a practical issue and in relation to the distinction made between
forced/compulsory recruitment and volunteers in international legal
standards, while recognizing that legal standards are only one facet of
a multidimensional problem. A further question that arose from the
interviews concerns what it was that the young people thought they
were volunteering for; this is also considered.

Notes

1. Wessells 2002, pp. 249–252.
2. Wessells (2002) explains that “ecological approaches to child develop-

ment feature children’s interactions with various actors in the nested social sys-
tem such as family, community, ethnic gourps, and society. The term ‘ecologi-
cal’ underlines the importance of the social context” (pp. 247–248).

3. Shepler, forthcoming.
4. Letter to BBC Focus on Africa, 14 November 2001.
5. Mjøset and van Holde 2002, p. 16.
6. Páez 2001, p. 20.
7. Peters and Richards 1998, pp. 183–210.
8. Bennett 2002.
9. Wessells 2002, p. 247.
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There were more [girls] than what people say. � Vanessa, girl, DRC

We were dangerous! . . . You know that I was with Vanessa in the
front line, people had better not come to bother us . . . or we killed
you! When you are a girl you have to be harder, or the men they don’t
respect you. � Christine, girl, DRC

In the course of this research, 53 young soldiers were interviewed, of
whom 46 were boys and 7 were girls. Because the size of the sample is
so small, this chapter incorporates data from an earlier research project1

using a similar methodology of in-depth interviews but focused exclu-
sively on adolescent girl soldiers, for which 24 girls were interviewed
from four situations,2 and also takes account of other research.3 Never-
theless, the findings can only be considered as preliminary, and in many
cases raise as many questions as they answer.4

As with young soldiers in general, although most attention has been
given to the problem of girls who have been abducted, significant num-
bers of girls in many situations in fact volunteer. Some girls volunteer
even in situations where many girls are abducted, such as Sierra Leone
and Sri Lanka. Because so little in-depth research has been done, there
is insufficient evidence to tell how many girls volunteer in such cir-
cumstances. Furthermore, girls in these situations may consider it to be
in their own interest (retrospectively) to let it be assumed that they, like
the majority, were abducted.

In all situations where child soldiers are involved, there are more
boys than girls. The proportions vary, but no reports indicate situations
where more than one-third of child soldiers are girls.5 In some situations,
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there are few reports of participation by girls.6 But even in such situa-
tions, interviews like those reported here throw up indications that girls
may be involved indirectly or covertly.7 One of the boys from Northern
Ireland mentioned having seen one or two girls:

Um, a few months ago, back, down in the middle of Woodburn, and
there was a girl out with a machine gun and the miniskirt and the
green top on and the balaclava. And up the Shankill I seen one as
well, a girl with a miniskirt and a balaclava. [. . .] And a big massive
gun. � Billy, boy, Northern Ireland

Ehtesham, one of the boys from Pakistan, referred to “young
ladies” acting as spies in Afghanistan, and of girls being employed by
the Taliban to collect strategic information, while Muhammad, also
from Pakistan, reported an incident of a “young lady” dropping a bomb
from the roof of a house. These may, however, be the exceptions rather
than being indications of a larger hidden population of girl participants.

On the other hand, there is, or has been, large-scale involvement of
girls in Sri Lanka, Colombia, Sierra Leone,8 and the Philippines.9 In
both Congo-Brazzaville (a figure of 350 was given by one interviewee)
and the Democratic Republic of Congo there were the exclusively
female units, the “Amazons,” and some of these have continued in the
respective armies. Girls were also involved in the liberation struggles in
both East Timor10 and South Africa. The United Kingdom armed forces
recruit girls as well as boys.

What does this tell us about the different societies and cultures, or
the different nature of the conflicts? At one extreme, the boys in North-
ern Ireland reacted strongly against the idea that girls could have a role.
They saw no role for their wives, sisters, or daughters, and were more
likely to say: “This is a man’s thing”:

Because I don’t think it’s necessary for a girl to be involved. It’s up to
the men to do what has to be done. � David, boy, Northern Ireland

By contrast, the more underground part of the liberation struggle in East
Timor had heavy involvement of girls and women:

There were more women than there were men. This was because when
we called men to join us they were afraid so that’s why we had more
women than men. When Indonesians were here, the males were very
afraid as they were targeted, and sometimes their parents did not
allow them to become involved in politics. � Helena, girl, East Timor

86 Young Soldiers



An ILO study of child soldiers in the Philippines suggests a reason
for this gender divide: “One explanation is the cultural value placed on
the welfare of girls, . . . girls are socialized early in life to undertake
domestic chores and other nurturing tasks rather than given instructions
of the defense of the homeland or the community. This is considered 
. . . to be the domain of the males in the family or the community.”11

This explanation ties in with the findings reported below that girls
rarely if ever give religion or ethnicity as their reason for volunteering,
but most frequently cite escape from domestic exploitation and abuse. It
is also reflected in the disproportionate use of girl soldiers as nurses and
medics. The same ILO study discovered that not only were all the girl
soldiers assigned to medical teams or food preparation, but no boy sol-
diers were assigned to medical teams, while an equal number (though
not an equal proportion, since only 20 percent of the sample were girls)
of boys and girls were assigned to food preparation. The authors
observe, “This is a reinforcement of the predominant ‘macho-oriented’
culture which limits girls’ domain of tasks and responsibilities.”12 This
may be part of a broader picture associated with the role of the girls in
many armed groups being more in the form of auxiliaries than as front-
line combatants. However, this is certainly not always the case.

This chapter tries for the first time to compare and contrast the rea-
sons why girls volunteer with why boys do so, starting with the situa-
tions where the differences seem strongest.

Religion and Ethnicity

Neither religion nor ethnicity was given as a reason for joining by any
of the girls in the interviews. Is this because the girls do not see these
as reasons to become involved or because of the greater expectation
that boys (males) will fight, but not that girls will? Girls articulated
their involvement in the struggle against apartheid in South Africa and
against the Indonesian occupation in East Timor13 in terms of the inde-
pendence of their countries. In neither case was it stated in terms of
one group and its identity but of liberation of the country: Is this a
reflection of the nature of the conflict, the way the struggle was por-
trayed by the leaders, or the way in which the girls themselves con-
ceived of it?

Many women joined the clandestine movement because they were
searching for the right way to help their country and to get
independence. � Helena, girl, East Timor
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More what you did at that time, you did it for the community and
things like that. [. . .] You did more out of yourself and you did it for
the community in which you are living, and for the country, for those
who were taken away, and things like that.

� Kathryn, girl, South Africa

Domestic Exploitation and Abuse

Both boys and girls give violence at home—for example beatings by a
drunken parent—as a reason for joining up:

When my mom arrived, she gave me a beating, wow, she beat me, it
was a shame. I mean, she hit me really hard; I mean she treated me
really badly. And that was when I, I started seeing those people more.
I met some friends there, I used to talk to them, and so they asked me
to join the guerrillas.

� Carolina, girl, Colombia

However, girls have the additional problem of sexual violence (which
none of the boys gave as a reason):

Home life was difficult. My father [stepfather, in fact] was a heavy
drinker, he didn’t work. He drank and then he struck us all. [Silence]
Mom often went to the fields, she left us with him, and he drank and
struck us. [Silence] When he drank a lot, he did as if I was his wife. 
[. . .] I left because he beat us, he drank, and then he took me as his
wife. I preferred to die in the war rather than to stay at home and to
keep on suffering. � Vanessa, girl, DRC

In addition, girls are often treated as domestic servants within their own
family, or in their extended family:

When I was older, the wife kept me home and didn’t allow me to go to
school. I had to work at home. I did all the work at home from cooking
to cleaning, washing, and everything I could possibly do, and what I
could not do was forced on me. � Abarimi, girl, Sri Lanka14

Some of the young people recognized that their own behavior was a fac-
tor in the way they were treated at home:
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I made them get angry. I mean, I was quite bad at home, and so they
used to beat me quite a lot, and I didn’t like it that they beat me for
what I did, but they were right to beat me for doing that.

� Alfredo, boy, Colombia

What is different is the very high incidence of domestic violence
and exploitation as the sole or main reason for joining given by girls:
other reasons were the exception rather than the rule. Despite the small
sample, common sense suggests that this finding may be accurate: in
many societies girls are confined to the domestic scene more than boys
and therefore not only are they more vulnerable to abuse or exploitation
there but they also have fewer avenues for escape. Erika Páez estimates
that in Colombia some 40 percent of the girls who join the armed
groups do so because of family abuse and domestic violence.15 She also
points out that, “although boys also experience domestic violence, the
difference is that, as workers in the field, they have more independence.
This makes the pressure of abuse less intense.”16 Although this is
undoubtedly true, it must not be forgotten how many of the boys inter-
viewed for this research—particularly from Colombia and Sri Lanka—
also gave domestic violence as a reason for volunteering.17

Girls also articulate a specific frustration about not being listened
to—not having a real say in deciding their own future, particularly in
relation to marriage, but also more generally:

That’s what I hated about my family, they never would’ve listened to
whatever reason I told them. � Sonia, girl, Philippines

I wanted to get away from the marriage my parents were planning 
to force me into. I really got disturbed, they were forcing me. [. . .]
About ten days before the marriage, I started to plan to leave the
house. I waited, tried to convince my parents, they were very
adamant and would not listen to me. I tried to inform them about 
my wishes through my good friend and even through a relative. They
never listened. The day before the marriage everything was ready. 
I ran away. � Punitha, girl, Sri Lanka18

This reinforces the sense that these girls are ones who possess
strength, independence, courage, persistence, and character. They are
seeking a life of their own and behaving in ways that are contrary to
societal expectations as well as against the wishes of their family.
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The question of violence within the family reported in these cases
needs to be put in the context of how few of these young people were
living in a stable family situation. According to the information they
provided at the time when they joined the armed forces or armed group,
only 20 of the 53 interviewees were living at home with both natural
parents. The reasons for this were sometimes directly related to the war,
such as killing or displacement, and sometimes not—death from natural
causes, separation, divorce, or suicide.

None of the sexual abuse recorded in these (few) cases was actually
incestuous. It all occurred either where there was a stepfather or where
the girl was sent to her extended family. Often a difficult girl was sent
to extended family, where she became the subject of unwanted sexual
attention from, for example, the older sister’s husband. Sometimes the
physical abuse arose in the context of the mother’s fear of the daughter
becoming sexually involved with the stepfather. Sometimes physical
abuse occurred where there was also sexual abuse—either by the abu-
sive stepparent, or by the mother, or by siblings, and not necessarily
linked in any way to sexual abuse. In such instances, the mother was
often physically abused by the new partner too. Sonia’s stepfather only
stopped beating her mother when Sonia (girl, the Philippines) joined the
New People’s Army (NPA) and threatened to come back and kill him if
he continued.

Both girls and boys reported physical abuse or humiliation at the
hands of either stepparents and/or natural parents. Since this research
focused on the adolescent age group, this is perhaps not surprising and
such behavior did not necessarily betoken a lack of love of the parent
for the child. For teenagers to run away from home is not uncommon.
The difference for these teenagers is the irrevocability of the decision
(in most instances) and the short- and long-term effects.

Alfredo (boy, Colombia) was beaten at home, but recognized that
this was sometimes due to his own bad behavior:

My dad, well, I’ve realized now that what he was doing for me was
actually right, he was helping me. I had to be a serious person. I
shouldn’t be alone, or doing bad things, but doing what was right,
working, always trying to make a success out of my life, but I didn’t 
pay any attention to him. [. . .] I always did the opposite of what my dad
said, and so that’s why what happened to me is what happened to me.

Alfredo was attracted by the guerrillas and their guns, and joined them
when he was 14, on an occasion when his father was angry with him.
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His father did not know, but suspected and went looking for him, but could
not find him. Eventually, one of Alfredo’s comrades in the guerrillas told
his father, who tried to persuade the guerrillas to let Alfredo return, but
they would not because by then he had seen the camp and knew where
they were. Clearly the father loved Alfredo—he had gone to get him back
before—when Alfredo had run away to an uncle when he was 10:

Well, the memory I have is when I was at home with my mom and my
dad. Now I miss them a lot, and that’s the memory I always think of.
I mean, I’d really like to be with them all the time now, but it’s too
late now.

Alfredo missed his father and so he ran away from the guerrillas, but he
was recaptured and punished. While serving his punishment he again
planned to run away. The second time he succeeded in escaping and
gave himself up to the army.

Societal Expectations and Roles

Some girls joined in order to assert their equality with boys:

You know, I come from a warrior’s family; as far as I remember, 
my father has always been in the rebellion; [. . .] I always wanted 
to be with my father, to listen to the stories, the plans; and then my
brothers, they were with him also. [. . .] In fact, it’s because I was a
girl. I was the only girl with three brothers, I wanted to help the
rebellion, I thought that if my brothers could do it, well so could I. 
I wanted to do like my brothers. When you are little, you want to do
as if you were tall, when you are a girl, do as if you were a boy.

� Catherine, girl, DRC

The assertion of equality may be not only in the act of joining, but in
the social structure within the group itself. This is a feature that many of
the girls in the NPA (Philippines) appreciated:

A woman can do what a man can. We were all equal.
� Sonia, girl, Philippines

In dramatic contrast, where societal expectations and roles played a part
in the boys’ decision to volunteer, it was in conforming to rather than
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rebelling against these preconceptions, submitting to peer group and
community pressure, and accepting the image of boys as fighters:

One good reason [for joining] was that I have spent time in Pakistan
[Punjab] and people used to call us pulse-eaters19 and [so I wanted]
to escape the ostracism that I was afraid of fighting. [. . .] My father
had a reputation and my refusal might not bring good fame for him.

� Muhammad, boy, Pakistan

Family expectations also have their part to play. Both boys and girls
who came from a family who had “always” been involved in a military
group gave this as a factor in their involvement. For the boys, it was
expected of them, and/or they expected it of themselves. It was not ex-
pected of Catherine, the girl in the DRC, but because she was the only girl
in a family with a father and brothers involved, she wanted to participate as
well. She also saw it as an issue of equality between herself and her broth-
ers: Why should she be excluded from this part of the family tradition?

Jessica (girl, Colombia) joined out of love for her brother who was
already in the FARC, although she had other brothers (stepbrothers?)
and uncles who were in the paramilitaries. It was her brother’s involve-
ment—and, more specifically, his coming to fetch her—that triggered
her joining up; equally, it was her brother’s decision to leave that led to
her own (reluctant) departure from the FARC too.

Many boys, but not the girls, spoke of the attraction of the military
in general or of the fictional images presented by Rambo-style films, or
of international, national, or local individual soldiers or militants as
real-life role models.20

We were inspired by the films; war films, spy films. [. . .] you believe
that it’s reality, that it’s easy. � Pascal, boy, Congo-Brazzaville

One particular person who was influential in this thing, it was 
the whole idea of Che Guevara being an international fighter. [. . .]
What we talked about was that he played such a role that the world
actually—even we—could do things that way. [. . .] Indirectly, I can
say that this is what actually influenced one.

� Samuel, boy, South Africa

When you feel the heat in a neighborhood, when you begin to fire
shots around, you start to smoke marijuana, you’re almost the tough
guy of the neighborhood. Then people see, this guy’s like that, not a—
you see? Many, many things, he’s the one who kills most, he’s got the
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most heads under his belt, you understand? The one who’s got the
most deaths notched up, most “jobs” because—you see, the one who’s
robbed most, stolen the most cars, motorbikes, automobiles.

� Carlos, boy, Colombia

“Simply the Best” is the one [song] for the UFF [Ulster Freedom
Fighters] because they are. [. . .] If I was asked, I dunno. I would
think about it, I’d like to be. Everyone would like to be. [. . .] Well, 
I don’t know, ’cause, you’re up there, the highest, you can’t get nay
higher. � Billy, boy, Northern Ireland

The “Do’s” [formal or semiformal social event] and people would
come out with guns and all and you’d say, “I want to be one of
them.” � Paul, boy, Northern Ireland

It may be the pull of these military images that added to the attraction
of guns for the boys:

You got like a buzz when you done it, like I don’t know, all the
adrenalin and all. Like when you pick the gun up.

� Billy, boy, Northern Ireland

This fascination with guns was rare among the girls. Some recognized
that being issued a gun by the armed group was an acknowledgment of
their status as full members. Some saw the gun as their means of pro-
tection. Few speak of the actual attraction of weapons per se, although
one of the girls did:

Because all my life I’ve liked guns. . . . Because I was brought up by
my family and they also like guns. � Jessica, girl, Colombia

Protection for Self and Family

Meeting societal and family expectations in a more positive fashion, it
was again the boys and not the girls who felt pressure to provide for, and
especially to feed, their families. This, of course, is strongest for the eld-
est or only son in the family, which may be one of the factors explain-
ing why some but not all (male) children of the same family join:

That is when I tried, since my sister was pregnant. There was no one
to look after her. That is why I took up arms. [. . .] I participated a
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Girls are also involved in active combat 
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little in the offensive, once we recaptured some ground, we were
authorized to loot in the homes. I was now able to provide for my
family. There you are, that is what made me stay in the army.

� Albert, boy, Congo-Brazzaville

Both girls and boys were acutely aware of issues of ill treatment of
civilians, both in general and specifically. For girls, their particular vul-
nerability to abuse—rape, abduction, and so on—was a trigger factor to
protect themselves by taking up arms. For boys, the need to protect
female members of their family from sexual abuse was a factor:

When you are a girl, you know what men will do; you will be 
abused, you catch diseases, you can have children, you must pay 
great attention. [. . .] You must be wary of the boys, the men here,
they believe that they can treat you how they want, they don’t ask
whether you agree or not. � Christine, girl, DRC

When there is the war and you are a woman, you risk your life; you
risk your life because you are a woman and the men will rape you if
you don’t protect yourself. When they go in the villages, they will
catch the small girls, the mothers, even the grandmothers, and they
abuse them. Then they take you along with them and they still rape
you or they kill you then. There are many girls who have children but
who didn’t decide. [. . .] Then when you know what the men do, you
will make the war with them, like that, you have a weapon and you
can protect yourself. � Vanessa, girl, DRC

I signed up to protect my sisters, because a lot of boys attacked girls,
women, and mothers. [. . .] I had to pay [. . .] to stop the militaries
from taking my sister. � Albert, boy, Congo-Brazzaville

Both boys and girls reacted against their experience of armed forces or
groups killing, torturing, or ill-treating members of their family:

I hate the Indonesian military because of what my mother told me
they had done to her in the past. [. . .] After I had my Confirmation
ceremony at the Catholic Church, we were celebrating and the TNI
[Indonesian military] and Brimob [riot police] came to our house and
destroyed parts of the house and arrested one of my brothers. Those
things made me very irritated. [. . .] At that time I felt very afraid but
after they had left I felt very angry and kept this feeling in my heart.

� Helena, girl, East Timor
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My father and brother were taken away and they came and shot my
mother and little sister. I loved them so much. My family, a nice
happy family, was destroyed. With my bare hands, crying so much,
my sister and I dug the grave for my mother and sister. We were just
small children. Now I can tell you that I grew up overnight. I became
like a big person and I took the decision to join the LTTE. I was very
angry and wanted to take revenge. � Sayanathen, boy, Sri Lanka

In this context, it is noticeable that the “Amazons” expressed no regret for
killing soldiers (including their own) who, despite their efforts to prevent
them, committed rape. For them, this was an issue of “self-protection.”

Education

Interestingly, education and access to it did not seem to occur as a major
factor for girls in their decision to join. This may reflect the fact that for
many of them, lack of access to education is the norm rather than the
exception. That said, one girl from Sri Lanka in fact ran away because
she could not cope with the pressure to succeed at school:

My parents had very high hopes regarding my future. I was afraid
that I would let them down because I knew that I was not a clever
student. I was struggling to satisfy them because I loved them.
During my school days all the time I had to go for tuition, I had no
free time to have a hobby. . . . Before the exam—I knew I would never
be able to fulfill their desire, so I had plans to leave and run away. 
I ran away because I found it difficult to study. I didn’t want to make
them sad and hurt by failing my exam. . . . Running away from home
was not easy, but to escape facing the examination I knew that I
would fail made me take this hard decision.

� Kavitha, girl, Sri Lanka21

However, it is interesting to note that in Colombia, Páez gives
access to education as apparently being seen by girls as a major alter-
native to joining the armed groups, but not by boys.22 It is possible that
these findings are not in fact mutually contradictory. Girls who were
being exploited or abused domestically were unlikely to be receiving
education, but it was the former that was the major reason for them
joining. However, given the choice of getting an education or joining an
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armed group, they would state their preference for education. Further-
more, this could also be linked to an assumption that attending school
or college would not mean staying in or returning to an abusive situation,
but either being in a better family situation or having independence.

Reaction to Involvement

Some girls bitterly regret their decision to join, feeling that perhaps
after all life at home was not so bad:

Well, now that I’ve been through that experience, the truth is that
was a disaster for me. � Carolina, girl, Colombia

Now I realize that it is worse than failing an exam.
� Kavitha, girl, Sri Lanka

I ran away to escape a marriage I didn’t like. I ended up in a worse
setup now and that’s what I have earned. � Punitha, girl, Sri Lanka

For these girls, this can result in them having trouble taking deci-
sions since they feel that the important decision they made turned out to
be so wrong.23 This suggests that these girls take personal responsibility
for their actions and decisions.

Susan Shepler24 identifies a difference in the “discourse” available
to girls and boys in Sierra Leone. Whereas the latter seek—and are per-
mitted—to absolve themselves from blame by abdicating responsibility
on the basis that they were forced, drugged, had no other choice, and
so on, girls do not attempt to do so even though their circumstances
were very similar. She concludes that in Sierra Leone it is easier for a
boy to be accepted after amputating the hands of villagers, than for a
girl to be accepted after being the victim of rape. It is not clear whether
this is universally true, or relates to specific situations or circumstances:
the link to actual or perceived sexual activity may be one of the keys.
For example, UNICEF reports that in El Salvador “girls have not
reported being stigmatized by their family or community for having
sexual relations and children outside marriage,”25 although the problem
of their needs not being taken into account in planning programs still
existed. Care, therefore, needs to be taken in making generalizations
about the particular problems and social attitudes.

On the other hand some girls feel that they gained from the experience:
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From my experience in the clandestine movement I learned about
moral courage, discipline, how to organize ourselves, and also how to
explain the movement to other friends. [. . .] All the work I have done
was interesting and even now I want to continue to help people.

� Helena, girl, East Timor

Many of the girls are, and admit to being, affected by the deaths of
comrades as well as by deaths they inflicted. More, though not all, of
the boys tend to take such things for granted: Is this an actual differ-
ence, or an assumed one because of societal expectations? Many boys
as well as girls objected to the torture, ill-treatment, and arbitrary
killings they saw, and they sought to avoid participating in such acts,
and in some cases this was a key factor in their decision to leave again.
Some of the girls went further:

We tried to prevent [the boys from committing rapes] but if they are
doped it’s difficult, so sometimes you must kill them. If you can’t kill
them at this time, well you kill them when you are on the front line.

� Vanessa, girl, DRC

In some armed opposition movements—certainly the NPA26 in the
Philippines and the FARC in Colombia—girls are expected to provide
the medical services. This does not mean that girls are not also active
combatants. This is not a new development but reflects the experience
of women in, for example, the Yugoslav national liberation struggle in
1941–1945.27

Demobilization and Reintegration

Girls, even those who were beaten by their mothers and who ran away
from home because of physical abuse and the feeling that they were
never listened to, miss their mothers and want to be reconciled with
them:

I wanted to study and work for a better life for my mother and I. 
I know that she sacrificed a lot since the day I was born.

� Sonia, girl, Philippines

For many girls this is part of a broader pattern. Yvonne Keairns
concludes: “The girls are not searching for ways to retaliate and bring
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harm to those who had used and misused them. They were looking for
ways to make a contribution, to do something meaningful and produc-
tive with their life and to make up for the harm they have delivered
upon others.”28

However, for some girls as well as boys, enrollment in the army
(once they were of age) seemed the only viable future:

When there was the demobilization, some were already adults, so they
went to the army. Almost all the soldiers are former child soldiers.
The army, it’s the only job here, so you stay in the army to stay alive.

� Vanessa, girl, DRC

Particular problems arise for girls on demobilization and reintegra-
tion and/or at the end of the conflict.29 For a start, many girls do not
make it into the demobilization process at all.30 Because there are no
accurate (or even approximately accurate) figures of the number of
child soldiers in any situation, let alone a good breakdown between
boys and girls, all figures will be indicative, but for example, in Sierra
Leone it has been reported that 8 percent of demobilized soldiers were
female,31 with only 3 percent of demobilized child soldiers being girls
in the “most recent phase” (as of 2002).32 By contrast, 11 percent of de-
mobilized ex-soldiers in El Salvador were female.33

There are many different reasons why girls do not go through the
formal demobilization. Sometimes the role of girls as “soldiers,” as
opposed to camp followers, wives, or concubines, is not recognized by
those planning and organizing the demobilization process, and so they
are screened out.34 Sometimes girls are reluctant to identify themselves
as having been involved because of the negative repercussions in terms
of reintegration and possible prospects, including marriage, where this
is viewed in negative terms. It has been suggested that sometimes male
soldiers and commanders may wish to “hold on to” the girls to com-
pensate for their loss of power in themselves being demobilized, or
because the girls are more useful than boys once the fighting stops, con-
tinuing to undertake household and family tasks.35 An example of the
multiple discrimination that ensues if girls are excluded (by themselves
or others) from going through the formal demobilization process, arises
in relation to what otherwise seems an excellent scheme: in Sierra
Leone, not only were school fees waived for demobilized child soldiers
who had a demobilization number, but also schools accepting them
received a package of materials usable for all their students to encour-
age inclusion of former child solders. Girl soldiers who did not formally
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demobilize, therefore, neither received the school fee waiver, nor brought
benefits to the school.36

Many of the girls have babies. Some of them are still in a relation-
ship with the father who is trying to support them, but when he too is or
was a child soldier, this compounds the difficult transition to economic
viability. Some are rejected by the “husband”37:

The last time when I asked him if that’s the way to treat me, he only
told me that now the war is over; we only got married while the war
lasted—now that the war has ended the marriage should be ended too.

� Elisabeth, girl, Sierra Leone

Others do not know where the “husband” is, or he is dead. This makes
their access to education, vocational training, and employment even more
difficult, both in terms of looking after the baby, and also because they need
to support themselves and the baby financially during this time. In addition,
in many societies, the economic activities open to girls are in any case more
limited than for boys. This is compounded by their involvement in the con-
flict, and the “evidence” of the baby may stigmatize them because of the
implications of sexual activity. Rehabilitation programs need to be adapted
to take account of the specific needs of girl soldiers, and of girl soldiers with
babies, taking into account the sociocultural context.38 Such provision
needs to be flexible enough so that where the girl is in a relationship with
the father of her baby, he can be accommodated and brought into the pro-
gram as well. While the girls in the DRC took up arms to protect them-
selves, Elisabeth (Sierra Leone) recognized that the first step in protection
there was to surrender herself to a “commander” so that she was taken as
his “wife” rather than being raped. In this way, she joined the RUF and then
was taught the use of arms, fought, and in the course of time was promoted
to lieutenant. Some of the girls, as well as many of the boys, acquire drink-
ing and drug habits while in the armed forces or an armed group.

For both girls and boys, the relationship with the family is unlikely
to have improved during their absence. Since many were running away
from home in the first place, the question of how to reestablish connec-
tions with the family may be more complex than for those children who
were recruited by force.

Conclusion

Although many of the same factors drive or lead girls and boys to join
armed forces and armed groups, there are also differences and variations

100 Young Soldiers



in the degree or emphasis of the separate factors. These differences
reflect the status and role of girls in the society from which they come.
For girls, participation in the conflict tends to exacerbate this problem,
because their participation is usually countercultural and is often asso-
ciated, rightly or wrongly, with perceptions of them being sexually
active.39 This is not a new problem; Gretchen Ritter40 documents both
legal and societal discrimination against U.S. female veterans after
World War II: “Employers were not inclined to believe that women
learned anything useful in the services, and may have had questions
about the moral standing of women veterans given the slander cam-
paigns of previous years.”41

The experience of Angola, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe in using tra-
ditional methods of cleansing the child soldiers in order to make the break
between their violent (military) life and their social reintegration and
future, is worth taking into account. Cleansing rituals are used to wash
away the evil spirits of the murdered, which are believed to hang around
the soldier who killed them and can bring sickness, infertility, and mis-
fortune to the family. Without this cleansing, an ex-combatant may not be
accepted back into his or her community. Although the accounts of Irma
Aarsman and Alcinda Honwana42 only give instances in relation to boys,
Carol Thompson43 cites the case of an abducted girl. This still leaves open
the question of girls who were not abducted, and also whether they would
want to be “reintegrated” into a situation and societal role from which
they had sought to escape. These broader issues, in addition to the spe-
cific factors identified, need to be addressed both in order to reduce the
incidence of girls joining up, and in order to provide them with effective
socioeconomic reintegration after demobilization.

Both girls and boys prioritize education and skills training in order
to be able to engage in a viable economic activity at reintegration. For
the girls, difficulties are compounded by societal attitudes, and by the
more limited economic activities generally available to them in any
case. Where they have babies, there is the added problem of ensuring
that they have access to education and vocational training opportunities
and the need for practical arrangements, such that access in principle
translates into real access.44

Where HIV/AIDS and/or other sexually transmitted diseases are
prevalent, the need for both girls and boys to have education about and
access to appropriate health provision is obvious. Girls may face the
additional health and psychological problems associated with forced
sexual activity, and childbirth or abortion. The need to ensure that they
are not discriminated against by exclusion, deliberate or accidental,
from demobilization and reintegration processes, must be balanced by

Girls and Boys 101



the need for girls to be able to access education, skills training, health
services, and so on without having to identify themselves as having
been involved with the armed forces or armed groups if they choose to
conceal this in what they perceive as their best interests.

On the other hand, although sometimes the impact has been over-
rated, war has at times been the occasion for societal change in particu-
lar in relation to the role of women.45 Shepler notes some positive
trends in Sierra Leone in this respect, with some teenage mothers being
accepted back by their families, and even being allowed to return to
school.46

Notes

1. “The Lived Experience of Girl Child Soldiers,” a joint research proj-
ect of the Quaker UN Offices in New York and Geneva, with which Rachel
Brett was associated, and the use of which has been agreed upon. The results
are available in Keairns 2002, 2003a, 2003b, and 2003c.

2. The situations were Angola, Colombia, the Philippines, and Sri Lanka.
Thus two of them directly supplemented the interviews for this research. Those
for the Philippines brought in an additional situation. Angola is not relevant for
this purpose since all the girls interviewed had been abducted.

3. In particular, Cagoco-Guiam 2002; Camacho, Balanon, and Verba
2001; Dumas and de Cock 2003; and UNICEF 2002—the original interviews of
the girls from this study were made available courtesy of UNICEF EAPRO.

4. The general neglect of the issue of girl soldiers is documented in
McKay and Mazurana 2000. One of the reasons for this neglect is neatly illus-
trated by the fact that Peters and Richards’s article (1998b), “Why We Fight:
Voices of Youth Combatants in Sierra Leone,” which refers to girl soldiers and
includes an interview with one, has the short title on the subsequent pages “Boy
Soldiers in Sierra Leone”!

5. In the ILO Rapid Assessment of Child Soldiers in the Philippines, 20
percent of the respondents were girls. The highest percentage of female com-
batants (with no distinction between ages) reported in the International Com-
mitte of the Red Cross’s Women and War study is 30 percent, so the proportion
of girl soldiers in relation to boy soldiers reflects the more general gender
breakdown in this respect (Lindsay 2001, p. 23).

6. Nordstrom (1997) was one of the first to recognize the absence of com-
ment, question, and discussion about the participation of girls in warfare.

7. This is also the conclusion of UNICEF (2002, p. 19) and of Dumas and
de Cock (2003, p. 19).

8. Richards (2002, p. 262) gives a figure of 5–10 percent female fighters in
the RUF, distinct from the RUF’s “combat wives unit” and “combat support unit.”

9. Studied in “The Lived Experience of Girl Child Soldiers” research
project: Keairns 2002, 2003a, 2003b, and 2003c.

10. UNICEF 2002.
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11. Cagoco-Guiam 2002, p. 26.
12. Ibid., pp. 38 and 46.
13. UNICEF 2002, p. 27.
14. Keairns 2003c.
15. Páez, 2001, p. 13.
16. Ibid., p. 14.
17. See in particular Chapters 2 and 3 of this volume.
18. Keairns 2003c.
19. According to the interviewer, this is “a pejorative term used by people

in the North West Frontier Province about the people of the Punjab who use 
a lot of pulses [legumes] in their diet, implying that they are unreliable or
cowardly.”

20. It is noteworthy that all these military/heroic role models are male.
21. Keairns 2003.
22. Páez 2001, p. 20.
23. Keairns 2002.
24. Shepler 2002.
25. UNICEF 2000, pp. 3–4.
26. This is also the conclusion of Cagoco-Guiam (2002).
27. Jancar 1988.
28. Keairns 2003c.
29. More generally on demobilization and reintegration of child soldiers,

see United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations, Lessons Learned
Unit (2000, pp. 84–92).

30. Less than 2 percent of demobilized children in Liberia in the 1997–
1998 exercise were girls (David 1998, p. 20).

31. Sierra Leone National Committee for Disarmament, Demobilization
and Reintegration (NCDDR) 2002. Zack-Williams (2001, p. 80) states that
“605 of the 1,000 fighters screened by the Disarmament and Resettlement Unit
set up by the President before the May 1997 coup were women.”

32. United Nations Organization for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (UNOCHA) 2002, p. 47.

33. Spencer 1997.
34. Thompson (1999, p. 202) comments that given that a UNICEF study

was completed in 1990 that identified the problem of women and girls
“attached” to soldiers as an overlooked issue, “it is quite astonishing that
Mozambican girls and women still accompanying soldiers at the time of demo-
bilization in 1994 were not counted, addressed, nor cared for.”

35. David 1998, p. 20.
36. Bennett 2002, p. 61.
37. David (1998, p. 21) states that in Liberia, “many high ranking faction

officials, for instance, jettisoned the women they ‘married’ during the war, only
to marry more ‘respectable’ women when it was over.”

38. Dumas and de Cock 2003, p. 23.
39. The heavy bias of the research literature on the demobilization and

reintegration programs in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Angola, and Mozambique has
to be borne in mind when considering other situations. The experiences in other
regions—for example, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Colombia, the Philippines, Sri
Lanka, and indeed in other African countries such as South Africa, Eritrea, and
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Ethiopia—may identify different societal attitudes as being the most problem-
atic for girl soldiers, or find that in some cases this is not an issue.

40. Ritter 2002, p. 222.
41. See also Shepler’s (2002) point about the different discourses available

to boys and girls in Sierra Leone.
42. Aarsman 1993; Honwana 1999.
43. Thompson 1999.
44. This was recognized as a problem as long ago as 1997, in the review of

experience in El Salvador. See Spencer 1997, p. 47.
45. Spencer (1997) gives both positive and negative developments in post-

conflict Nicaragua and El Salvador in this respect.
46. Shepler 2002.
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The question of whether the decision to join an armed force or armed
group was or was not voluntary arises in two different contexts. The

first is practical. If youngsters have chosen to become involved and the
circumstances that led to that decision have not changed significantly,
they are more likely to return—even if they are demobilized—than
those who were abducted or physically forced into military service. The
second aspect is the legal one, and concerns the international instru-
ments that apply to the military involvement of young people. Both are
examined in this chapter.

Volunteering for What?

Because so little research has been done into the specific reasons why
young people join armed forces and armed groups when they are not
abducted or physically forced to do so, it tends to be assumed that those
who join want to fight. This is true in some cases:

Besides religious inclination and spirit, it was my dream to take part
in a combat [Jihad] and I got a chance to fulfill my dream. Moreover,
it was also my desire to observe people fighting and how they use
various kinds of weapons. � Aziz, Pakistan

However, it is not true in many others. As has been shown in the ear-
lier chapters of this book, there are many different factors and reasons
that lead young people to join:

105

6

The Concept of Volunteering



It was not because I wanted to join the movement to fight. I wanted
to get away from the marriage my parents were planning to force me
into. � Punitha, Sri Lanka

Some of these relate to their perceived lack of other choices:

I think unemployment is the main temptation. If you have nothing 
to get busy with then you want to go and experience something
adventurous. When one has no choice then the ultimate result is that
he decides: “Why not try and join the combat [Jihad] rather than
lying dull?” � Aziz, Pakistan

Even when a positive choice is made to join, it is not always with a
desire, or even intention, to fight. Initially, membership of the group
may not entail a combat role:

First, I was among the supporting forces that provide food and dress
for the fighters. Actually, I was a coordinator and organizer to
provide food, and provide in particular bread from inside of the city
for our soldiers. My duty was to make contact with bakers and
butchers and ask them to provide bread and food. [. . .] But in the last
year, in 2002, I had to fight, because there was a lack of human force
and the Taliban forces entered Mazar. � Hassan, Afghanistan

In 1993, I began to work for a military group [. . .] the Hezbollah.
Hezbollah had a magazine [. . .]. My job was to gather news and
information for that magazine. I must listen to radios and collect
news about Afghanistan. I must record all news and transcribe them
and edit and provide them for publications. [. . .] I slept in the office
of the group at night, because I did not have any place, and on days I
worked there for them. [. . .] In 1995 our group moved. I, as a
journalist and a member of the group, also went with them.

� Javad, Afghanistan

Andrés (Colombia), the quiet sensitive student who was picked
on at his new school, and ended up killing someone and having to
move away, joined an armed group because he saw it as both protec-
tion for himself and as a protection service to the community. He still
says that the thing he likes least is “killing someone, I almost—
that feeling lingers with you afterwards, I don’t really like taking
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someone else’s life,” even though he acknowledges having killed
“several” people.

Jessica (Colombia) was particularly haunted by having to kill three
of her former companions when she and her brother were escaping from
the guerrillas. Similarly:

When I think about it—that I might have killed someone—I feel
afraid, uneasy and guilty. If I did shoot anybody, I feel sorry for him.

� Sonia, Philippines

As some of them point out, for many of them deciding whether to join
an armed group is a stark choice between eating and not eating:

When the rebels invaded the town of Makeni, my parents fled the
town and even myself, but without knowing that my parents had left.
I was only told by a friend that they had left, but I did not believe it
so I went to look for them in the town. When I got into town, I found
nobody there again so I had nothing to eat and there was nobody to be
responsible for me. So when the rebels came, I decided to go to them
so that they could give me food to eat and survive.

� Augustine, Sierra Leone

Others want only to provide for their families and see no alternative:

There are many common points in the stories. For example, one of the
boys whom we met [. . .] his mother was old, his sister was sick and
she had two little children, the father was not there. And people are
there and told you to come, to join; and thought it was a means of
having money [. . .] it isn’t the desire for going to make the war or
whatever, he didn’t want to go to do that; he wanted to do something
else, but when it’s the only opportunity . . . 

� (Congo-Brazzaville interviewer)

Some are looking for a job, and the army is the employer at hand. Or
they are looking for education or training and this is what is promised
to them. Andrew (United Kingdom) realized he had made a mistake in
the college course he had enrolled in:

I looked into the army and I got to find out about further education.
And the amount of things you can actually do and get trained in, it’s
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exactly the same as going to college really. Plus I wouldn’t have to
wait another year, an added bonus, and I got paid for it.

Some join because they think they want to fight, without knowing the
reality of what they are getting into:

When I was younger, I watched a lot of action films; it encouraged 
me to take up a weapon. [. . .] I joined the rebellion at 10 years old, 
so you know, the films coupled with dictatorship, is encouraging
enough. [. . .] I hung out with a Rwandan major. [. . .] I wanted to
learn, to discover, to know what it was; so he motivated me, he
influenced me. And you know, him and his soldiers, they were so chic
in their uniforms. Above all, my parents travelled a lot—I was left at
home with my brothers and sisters. [. . .] My parents were away [. . .]
so I would hang out with the major. And one day, the major took me
to the training center. � Germain, DRC

Although Germain seems generally bright and “macho,” when he
talks about the death of children, including some of his friends, in the
container in which they were transported to the training center, and
other deaths during training, it is clear that these have affected him
deeply, and continue to do so. Although he had initially joined “volun-
tarily,” his experience during combat when he was 12 years old raises
questions about how “voluntary” the participation of these young peo-
ple really is:

I was injured by shatters of a projective explosion in Kisangani [he
still bears the scars on his foot]. It was very painful. They took me
away to be treated, but after two months I was forced back to combat.
[. . .] You are told that if you do not wish to progress, in that case you
would be shot!

How Voluntary Is Voluntary?

Involuntarily—if you have nothing—you volunteer for the army.
Involuntarily, because the situation requires it. � Michel, DRC

I didn’t choose this situation. You know that we are in a country 
at war, and then you don’t have much choice. You can run away 
or fight. � Christine, DRC
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All the young soldiers interviewed for this research identified them-
selves as having volunteered. However, their actual descriptions of why
they joined and the analysis resulting from them raise serious questions
about how many of them could be classified as volunteers objectively,
as well as more generally the question of how “voluntary” is defined.1

Arthur (Sierra Leone) identified himself as having volunteered, but he
had also witnessed the murder of his friend who refused to join. Know-
ing that if you do not join you are likely to be shot is not the way in
which most people conceptualize the idea of voluntary recruitment.

Others may choose to join, but then discover that the reality is not
what they had imagined:

In the beginning, we enjoyed the adventure of fighting and were 
very active, but after a week or two got fed up as some people were
wounded, others were killed, some fell victim to land mines and blew
up. Personally I escaped narrow deaths—once I was riding a tank and
as I jumped down it struck an antitank land mine and it blew into
pieces. Such incidents made us reluctant to go to the front line.

� Aziz, Pakistan

And when I did do the active stuff it was a big culture shock. Like
some of the stuff—when I first went back up [to Northern Ireland—
Stephen had been there as a 17-year-old but not allowed out on the
streets] . . . there were people out there who really wanted to kill you
and you have to keep on your toes. � Stephen, United Kingdom

When I was younger, I watched a lot of action films; it encouraged 
me to take up a weapon. . . . You look at action films; when you look
at that you are impressed! I said to myself, why just him? I said to
myself that one day, it would be me, I could also do that. Learning
how to handle weapons, fighting in the front line, knowing how it
happens. . . . You see, at the beginning I didn’t think of that, because 
I watched the television, and I didn’t know the consequences and how
it could happen, and so on. I didn’t think of that, I was still a kid. 
I was so impressed by the actions, the way of handling the weapons,
their way of getting dressed. I said to myself that one day, I would
also wear the same outfit. . . . I didn’t know that in the army, I 
would suffer. � Germain, DRC

Many kids watch and dream. The difference is that most are not in
a situation where the temptation and opportunity to try it out is so read-
ily available. For others, the temptation is compounded by one of the
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environmental push factors explored in earlier chapters—abuse or
exploitation at home, absence of a home environment, and/or unhappy
school experience, or exclusion from school.

Among armed forces and armed groups, it is unusual to permit
recruits, even children, to leave again, though some manage to escape.
The NPA (the Philippines) is a rare exception in apparently permitting
young people to go home if they decide they do not want to join after
trying it out:

I was still given choice to go home if I felt that life with them was too
difficult. � Sonia, Philippines

Some young people are aware, at least at an intellectual level, that they
are making a long-term commitment:

But when you join, you join for life. � Billy, Northern Ireland

Many, however, do not realize the irrevocable nature of the decision
they are taking. This is part of their incomplete understanding of war-
fare. They discover too late that even if the initial act was voluntary,
there is no opportunity to exercise further choice:

We endured it, because we were far away from the city, in the bush;
furthermore, land mines surrounded us. � Urbain, DRC

You know, sometimes, even very often, I would cry when I thought 
of my family, I even almost committed suicide! At times it is so
difficult, I would have died rather than continue like this! Although 
I had a friend, he helped me a lot. He was there for me when I was
depressed. After being seriously injured (for the second time), I recall
that there was someone by me all the time, but I thought it was a
nurse. But then I realized that it was my mother . . . she paid all the
hospital treatment you know. [Silence] I asked for her forgiveness, she
began to cry, so did I; she spoke of our family, my father, our family,
you know. She wanted to take me back home with her. [. . .] She asked
permission, from a superior, to take me home with her; he told her
that a soldier could never go back as a civilian and that if I had been
hospitalized it was so that I could go back to fight. They took me back.
[Silence] She was against it. [Silence] My mother really wanted to
take me back, so they transferred me to another hospital without
telling her. � Germain, DRC
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No, they were not able to escape freely because if you were caught
trying to escape you would be killed. . . . one man wanted to escape.
He was caught and killed on the spot. . . . They killed him and threw
his body into the river. � Elisabeth, Sierra Leone

I didn’t think there were other alternatives at that time because there
was no way to rescue myself at that moment. . . . there was no way to
move out of that place because if you tried to force yourself to escape
from Koidu you would be shot by ECOMOG [Economic Community
of West African States Monitoring Group] troops. That was why we
stayed on. They [the rebels] also warned us that if we tried to escape,
we would be killed. � Arthur, Sierra Leone

The Concept of Volunteering 111

Young soldiers look upon the
realities of war Ph

ot
o 

by
 T

. V
oe

te
n



What this research shows is that frequently the distinction between
voluntary and compulsory or forced recruitment is not clear-cut. Obvi-
ously there are degrees of “voluntariness.” The young British 16- or 17-
year-old volunteer soldier is not in the same situation as the young
Afghan whose home area is invaded, or the young Sierra Leonean who
is separated from home, family, and means of survival. Many young
people are induced to join because they are told that they will be paid,
or given other misleading information.

In addition, many who “volunteer” initially find that once in, there
is little further opportunity to exercise choice about their continued par-
ticipation. Some were misled by being told that they would be able to
leave if they changed their mind. Others did not realize that this was not
an activity that they could try out and then opt out of again if they
changed their minds.

Whether they were forced or “volunteered,” the effect of their expe-
riences is profound and life-changing for these youngsters.2 Those who
identify themselves as having volunteered and end up committing
repugnant acts may be burdened with the additional sense of guilt about
the path they chose. Those who had no choice are also burdened by the
horror of what they did and suffered: but know that they did not in any
way choose this course. Some who made the choice, bitterly regret it.
They may feel guilty for having run away from home and caused suf-
fering to their families, as well as having the frustration of the wasted
time in which they have lost educational opportunities. Where they feel
they made a real choice and it was a huge mistake, they may find it dif-
ficult to trust their judgment in making further decisions.3

Legal Issues

Many of the experiences of these young soldiers raise points of law and
legal issues. The ILO’s Committee of Experts on the Application of Con-
ventions and Recommendations4 has considered a number of these in
relation to forced labor, both generally and more specifically in relation to
forced child labor, under the Forced Labour Convention, 1930 (No. 29).

The Committee of Experts has identified the following as factors
indicative of forced labor in relation to adults,5 which should therefore
be considered as even more pertinent when applied to children:

• Misleading contracts, including “enticements”
• Ill-treatment inflicted on the worker, sometimes resulting in death
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• Long working days of up to 18 hours without water or proper food
• No, or unreasonable restrictions on, freedom to terminate

employment6

The Committee of Experts has dealt with the issue of child soldiers
under Convention No. 29, but mostly in situations where the children
were abducted or otherwise clearly physically forced.7 However, when
examining this Convention more generally in relation to children, the
committee has identified the following amongst relevant factors:8

• Children being removed from their homes and families, and taken
to a place unknown to them, where they find themselves isolated
and forced to live and work in conditions that are much worse
than those which they had been led to believe that they would
experience

• Children being completely dependent upon their employers, no
longer able to make any decisions regarding their own welfare,
subject to the whims of the employer—in other words, their abil-
ity to make choices is removed from them

• Children becoming prisoners at the work sites, risking their lives
if they try to flee

All of these factors should, therefore, be taken into account when
considering the Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999 (No.
182), and the other international standards relating to military recruit-
ment of children.

Legal issues surrounding voluntary recruitment only arise for those
children over the age of 15, since no military recruitment or use of chil-
dren under 15 years old in hostilities is permitted under any circum-
stances by anyone. This is not only a matter of international treaty law9

but is also now recognized as international customary law. Therefore, as
a matter of law, for children aged less than 15 years old at the time of
recruitment, the question of whether or not they volunteered is irrelevant.

Equally, the question of distinguishing between voluntary recruit-
ment and forced or compulsory recruitment does not arise for under-18s
for those states that are parties to the African Charter on the Rights and
Welfare of the Child (as of June 2003, there are 30 states parties to the
Charter), since this requires these states to “take all necessary measures
to ensure that no child [defined as less than 18 years old] shall take a
direct part in hostilities and refrain, in particular, from recruiting any
child.”10
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The Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999 (No. 182),
prohibits “forced or compulsory labour, including forced or compulsory
recruitment for use in armed conflict”11 of children under 18 years. In
addition, Convention No. 182 prohibits “work which, by its nature or
the circumstances in which it is carried out, is likely to harm the health,
safety or morals of children.”12 This is the only ILO standard specifi-
cally addressing the question of military recruitment of children. How-
ever, as this is identified as a form of forced labor it is necessary to con-
sider what is meant by forced labor in the ILO’s context, in particular as
it relates to children. One effect of Convention No. 182 is to explicitly
prohibit the conscription (legal compulsory recruitment) of under-18s,
whereas Convention No. 29, Article 2, paragraph 2(a) excludes from the
definition of forced labor (for the purposes of that Convention), “any
work or service exacted in virtue of compulsory military service laws for
work of a purely military character.” Since the reporting process under
Convention No. 182 has only begun recently, it will be important to take
note of the Committee of Experts’ comments relating to this issue.

The international community gave considerable attention to the
question of distinguishing voluntary military recruitment from forced or
compulsory recruitment during the drafting of the Optional Protocol to
the Convention on the Rights of the Child on Involvement of Children
in Armed Conflicts (2000).13 However, the Protocol permits voluntary
recruitment of under-18s only into government armed forces (not armed
groups distinct from the armed forces of the state), and such voluntary
recruitment may not in any case be below the age of 16.14 It does not
permit conscription of under-18s at all, or the direct use of under-18s
in hostilities.

In order to ensure that volunteers below the age of 18 years are vol-
untary, the Protocol requires as a minimum that:

• Such recruitment is genuinely voluntary
• Such recruitment is carried out with the informed consent of the

person’s parents or legal guardians
• Such persons [potential recruits] are fully informed of the duties

involved in such military service, and that
• Such persons provide reliable proof of age prior to acceptance into

national military service

These conditions must all be met: they are cumulative, not alterna-
tives. As a matter of international law, the Optional Protocol only
applies where the state is a party to it. However, since these safeguards
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were considered to be essential for governments already committed not
to send under-18s into combat, it is worth considering the Optional Pro-
tocol minimum safeguards as setting out baselines. If these criteria are
not met the presumption should be that a recruit under the age of 18
must be considered not to have volunteered as a matter of law, even if
they identify themselves as a volunteer.

The Optional Protocol safeguards fall into two groups: those that
are clear and relatively precise, such as the requirements of proof of age
and of parental or other legal consent; and those that are vaguer, or in
the case of being “genuinely voluntary,” self-evidently circular. ILO
standards and their application over many years are especially relevant
and helpful in relation to these two, less precise criteria in the Optional
Protocol. The Committee on the Rights of the Child could usefully con-
sider these standards and the ILO’s jurisprudence when considering
reports from states that are parties to the Optional Protocol.

Many of the young volunteers interviewed for this research project
do not meet the criteria included in the Optional Protocol:

• Proof of age: only one of these self-defined volunteers indicated
that their age had ever been a matter of concern to their recruiters (they
tried to direct him into education instead).15

• Parental consent: many of these volunteers left without their par-
ents’ knowledge or contrary to their wishes (see box below).

• Potential recruits are fully informed of the duties involved in such
military recruitment: it is evident that most of these young people had
no real idea of what they were being asked to do. The fact that many
would have left the armed forces or armed groups again but were
unable to do so, strongly suggests that they were not “fully informed”
of what the military recruitment entailed.

• The recruitment is genuinely voluntary. This criterion is not
explained, but it would seem to indicate that there has to be some real
objective measure of choice, physically and mentally. Each situation
would, therefore, have to be judged on its facts. The example from
Sierra Leone of those who did not join up being killed clearly indicates
that any recruitment in these circumstances could not be considered
“genuinely voluntary.” Similarly, real questions arise where the under-
18 wishes to leave the armed force or armed group but is unable to do
so even if they apparently volunteered initially.

In this context, it is interesting to note that under the Protocol to
Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women
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Parental Consent

Out of 53 interviewees, only 8 had the explicit prior consent of their
parents to join up. Of the 29 young people that became involved
without prior discussion with their parents, only 8 had their parents
supporting them, and for 12 others the reaction was clearly negative:

My parents lived in the city, and I was in a boarding school. [. . .]
My friends told my parents that I had joined. [. . .] After having
heard this message, my dad had his first heart attack; he was
transported to the hospital, and he died. He didn’t agree.

� Urbain, DRC

I went as a volunteer, without my father’s authorization. He
thought that my engagement was too serious. Considering that he
knew how that happens in the army, he had to go through difficult
times. He refused the idea that his children had a military career.

� François, Congo-Brazzaville

The first time I went to the movement [. . .] I was brought back by
my mother with a lot of difficulty. They initially protested because
I had volunteered. She went there to protest and cried and cried
and ultimately they gave me back. [. . .] Then again soon
afterwards, I ran away again from home and joined the LTTE. 
[. . .] This time, I made sure that my mother could not trace me.

� Gajathukan, Sri Lanka

My parents were totally against what I was doing.
� Solomon, South Africa

My parents did not like us to speak about the politics, because they
know this will end up, this will end up. . . with our deaths, with
our killing. They were afraid of it. � Benny, South Africa

My parents wanted me to go to school. They were providing me
with everything. [. . .] At first they disagreed with what I am
doing. � Solomon, South Africa

I didn’t discuss the matter with any family, but my mother 
did not like [me] to join the PAC. She was angry.

� Ndeleni, South Africa

I left without saying a word to my family. � Vanessa, DRC



and Children, supplementing the UN Convention against Transnational
Organized Crime, no one under the age of 18 years is considered to be
capable of giving a valid consent to being trafficked.

Conclusion

As this research shows, many young people define themselves as volun-
teers although it is clear that objectively they had no real choice, and cer-
tainly that one or more of the Optional Protocol safeguards was not ful-
filled. In many cases, the real circumstances clearly amount to forced labor.

Given the customary and treaty law prohibition on any recruitment
or use in hostilities of under-15s, the question of voluntary recruitment
of under-15s is irrelevant as a matter of law. All recruitment of any kind
of under-18s and their use in hostilities by armed groups is unlawful.
The same is true for state armies in the case of those states that are par-
ties to the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, or to
the Optional Protocol if they have declared 18 or more as their mini-
mum voluntary recruitment age.

For those young soldiers over 15 years old, in addition to considering
each individual case on its merits, the presumption in any circumstances
where the government is not clearly able and willing to comply with the
Optional Protocol safeguards has to be that any under-18s were not recruit-
ed voluntarily, even if they define themselves as such. Moreover these
safeguards should themselves be understood in the light of the accumulat-
ed experience in applying the concepts of forced labor and child labor.

However, the legality or otherwise of the recruitment has to be con-
sidered separately from the question of the approach to be taken in rela-
tion to designing and implementing practical programs to provide pro-
tection from and alternatives to such involvement, and in relation to
demobilization, rehabilitation, and reintegration programs. Insofar as
the young people themselves are concerned, if they consider that they
volunteered, this has to be taken seriously in identifying the reasons
why they joined and in planning how to address them whether as a pre-
ventative or a remedial measure.

Notes

1. Dumas and de Cock (2003) found significant differences in the numbers
who said they volunteered between those who were still in armed forces or
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armed groups and those who had left. Those still in tended to say they had vol-
unteered. There are various possible reasons for this: they may have volun-
teered and that is why they are still in the armed forces or group; they may not
want to reveal that they had been forcibly recruited; they may wish to be seen
to be in control of their lives; or they may not have had time to reconsider the
circumstances that led to their joining.

2. Commenting in the British Medical Journal, pediatricians D.G.H. de
Silva and C. J. Hobbs suggest that “the involvement of dependent, develop-
mentally immature children and adolescents in armed conflict they do not truly
comprehend, to which they are unable to give informed consent, and which
adversely affects the child’s right to unhindered growth and identity” should be
classified as child abuse (de Silva and Hobbs 2001, p. 1372).

3. Keairns 2002.
4. The Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Rec-

ommendations (CEACR) is part of the regular machinery for supervision of rat-
ified ILO Conventions. The Committee of Experts consists of 20 independent
experts (mostly lawyers) and analyzes the law and practice in the light of the
Convention’s requirements. In the case of the Minimum Age Convention, 1973
(No. 138), and the Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999 (No. 182),
governments must submit reports to the committee every two years regarding
the application of the Conventions in their countries.

5. See Report of the Committee of Experts on the Applications of Conven-
tions and Recommendations, Report III (Part 1A), International Labour Confer-
ence, Individual Observations concerning Convention No. 29, Forced Labour,
1930: Brazil (88th Session, 2000); Iraq (89th Session, 2001).

6. The CEACR has explicitly applied this “in time of peace, to career
members of the armed forces, all of whom must remain free to terminate their
employment by giving notice of reasonable length.” (Report of the Committee
of Experts on the Applications of Conventions and Recommendations, Report
III [Part 1A], International Labour Conference, 89th Session, Individual Obser-
vations concerning Convention No. 29, Forced Labour, 1930: Iraq).

7. See CEACR comments: Report of the Committee of Experts on the
Applications of Conventions and Recommendations, Report III (Part 1A), Inter-
national Labour Conference, Individual Observations concerning Convention
No. 29, Forced Labour, 1930: Sudan (85th Session, 1997); Burundi (90th Ses-
sion, 2002); Democratic Republic of Congo (90th Session, 2002); Uganda (90th
Session, 2002).

8. See CEARC comments presented in the Report of the Committee of
Experts on the Applications of Conventions and Recommendations, Report III
(Part 1A), for example, in 1998 in relation to teenage children working on fish-
ing platforms in Indonesia; in 1995 (International Labour Conference, 82nd
Session) in relation to forced child labor exploitation in Thailand; in 1993
(International Labour Conference, 80th Session) in relation to restavek children
in domestic service in Haiti, and in 1992 (International Labour Conference,
79th Session) regarding labor practices in Brazil.

9. Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989; Additional Protocol I,
1977; Additional Protocol II, 1977; Rome Statute of the International Criminal
Court, 1998.
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10. African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, adopted by the
Organization of African Unity in 1990, Article 22.

11. Ibid., Article 3(a).
12. Ibid., Article 3(d).
13. This Optional Protocol entered into force on 12 February 2002 and 54

states are already parties to it (as of 30 July 2003).
14. Because of the dispute between those states that wished to prohibit all

recruitment and use of under-18s, and those states that wished to continue
recruiting under-18s as volunteers into their armed forces, the provision is more
complex, since states have to make a legally binding declaration on ratification
or accession specifying their minimum voluntary recruitment age, which may
not be less than 16 years. Thus many of the states parties have specified a min-
imum age of 18 years, or higher, while others have declared it as 17 or 16
years.

15. It can be assumed that this is not an issue in relation to the armed
forces of the United Kingdom where age is checked routinely as part of the
process, but the question did not come up in the interviews.
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I personally believe that when people are young, others can abuse
them. It is my very unfortunate fate that I was drawn into wars. 
If instead of war skills, I knew other skills and knowledge, now I
could use my knowledge and expertise. Then today I would be an
engineer or doctor or something else useful for my society and myself.
If I knew some skills I could contribute to solve our problems and 
I could help others. For instance, now many Afghan children are
illiterate and if I was able to teach I could teach some of them. It is
my wish to teach at least alphabets to our children, to teach literacy 
to some 40 or 50 children. This was rather better for us than getting
involved in war. � Javad, Afghanistan

The dilemma of child combatants must rise where on one hand 
the situation is so bleak that one has no economic or political
opportunities and on the other hand they lack access to education.

� (Reflection of a Pakistan interviewer)

I have lost my chance to get education; the time has passed now. 
It was my dream to get education and lead a successful life but my
dream of becoming a teacher remained unfulfilled.

� Aziz, Pakistan

I want to advise people who want to be rebel fighters, young 
soldiers, that they should learn from that we have gone through which
is too sad an experience. Those children younger than we are should
never again be involved in such a life anymore. [. . .] What I have
seen and undergone is not for a child to experience.

� Arthur, Sierra Leone
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The purpose of this study was to identify the risk factors leading to
adolescent “voluntary” recruitment from the standpoint of the young
people who volunteer themselves, and thus to help in the planning of
sustainable demobilization and reintegration for such young soldiers,
with a view to preventing re-recruitment. Given the nature of the study
and its findings, it is not proposed to provide an extensive list of de-
tailed recommendations for prevention, disarmament, demobilization,
rehabilitation, reintegration, and prevention of re-recruitment. Instead
the recommendations focus on the key points that need to be consid-
ered, taking account of the factors that render young people vulnerable
to involvement.

What this research shows is that although there will always be indi-
vidual exceptions, there are certain underlying factors without which
young people are unlikely to become involved in armed forces or armed
groups. The same factors, but in more specific form and in combination,
make some young people more likely to join than their peers. Then
there are certain trigger events that lead to the actual decision to join.
Many young people think about joining for years before actually doing
so. Many others think about it, but never join.

These factors are both cumulative and related in complex direct and
indirect ways. A surprising number are common to all the situations fea-
tured in this research, despite the wide differences in geography, socio-
economic development, culture, and religion. They provide a frame-
work of issues that should always be considered in planning for both
prevention of recruitment and for demobilization and reintegration. At
the same time, it is essential to analyze each of these factors in the par-
ticular situation under consideration in order to take account of the
degree, weight, nature, and particularities of the impact these risk fac-
tors have in that situation. More importantly, the same “solutions” can-
not be applied generically even within one situation, because of the dif-
ferences within a country, and because of the different individuals and
groups involved—boys and girls, rural and urban, those with and those
without families to return to, or to support, and so on. Thus the frame-
work of risk factors identified in this study applies at each level of
analysis and planning of the policy and programs themselves.

Although this study focuses on one aspect of “child soldiering,” the
issue needs to be considered in the broader context of child labor, of
which it is in effect a specialized branch. Thus actions that minimize the
likelihood of child labor will also reduce child soldiering, and address-
ing only the specifics of child soldiering will tend to increase other
forms of child labor. A classic illustration of this is the situation of girl
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soldiers whose limited alternatives to soldiering, both initially and after
demobilization, could push them toward prostitution.

The key factors making these young people vulnerable to military
participation reflect the particular situation of adolescents. As an age
group they attend school in fewer numbers than younger children; this
is true even more so in the case of adolescent girls. They find themselves
heading households and taking on adult responsibilities while having
lower earning power and missing out on traditional opportunities to learn
a trade, and adolescent girls are more likely to be sexually abused.1 At
the same time, they have capabilities: they are physically stronger than
younger children and are, therefore, more prone to be targets for all
forms of work, including military recruitment; they have ideas, imagi-
nation, commitment, and the capacity to take independent action.

Key Factors

The key factors identified in this research are war, family, education and
employment, poverty, and the peer group.

War

One of the most significant and yet least-considered aspects of this issue
in all respects is war itself. Few young people go looking for a war to
join; for many, war comes to them and becomes part of their normal
environment. With it, war brings insecurity. It causes schools to close;
impoverishes and disrupts families through death, injury, and displace-
ment; and leaves few avenues of employment other than military ones.
The presence of war creates military role models and status symbols far
beyond the conflict area itself, and validates violence as a means of pro-
tection. These are all background factors that can encourage participa-
tion, but they impact particularly on adolescents, for whom family,
school, and role models are especially strong influences. For them, war,
whether at home or abroad, may provide an opportunity: many adoles-
cents are running away from domestic exploitation or abuse.

It is therefore self-evident that eliminating armed conflicts would
be the single most effective means of preventing youth participation.
Thus all measures aimed at addressing the causes of conflicts, of peace
building, nonviolent conflict resolution, and peaceful settlement of dis-
putes, as well as bringing existing conflicts to an end, should be stren-
uously sought. Young people should be specifically included in these
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processes. At the same time, there are many steps that can be taken
before, during, and after armed conflicts to reduce the likelihood of
young people being involved. Many of these are addressed under sepa-
rate headings, although caused or exacerbated by war, or otherwise
interrelated. At the same time, any means of discouraging military and
political leaders from deliberately seeking to recruit young people
would also be helpful. This is where a strong legal framework is impor-
tant, including criminal penalties for recruiters.

Family

Next to war, the family is the major factor influencing whether young
people do or do not become involved in the armed forces or armed
groups. The absence of family is a crucial predictor of recruitment or
embroilment in armed conflict. It has already been documented2 that
children separated from their family, for whatever reasons and whether
permanently or temporarily, are the most vulnerable to both forced and
voluntary recruitment by all parties to armed conflicts. It emerges from
this study that this is indeed a crucial factor, specifically in relation to
the voluntary recruitment of adolescents. Therefore, whatever stops the
separation of the young person from the actual family environment is
likely to reduce child recruitment. Such obvious basic facts present sig-
nificant challenges in developing appropriate strategies. This conclusion
does, however, underline the importance of programs, long-term or
emergency, that stress the importance of keeping families together and
prioritize family reunification.

Where the family is involved in the conflict or has a military tradi-
tion, the involvement of the children is more likely because it is
expected (at least of boys), is more likely to be seen as an option by the
young people, and is more likely to meet with parental approval.

By contrast, an abusive or exploitative family situation emerges as
the significant factor in the individual decision to leave home and join
up. This is the single greatest cause for girls who face sexual as well as
physical abuse and domestic exploitation of their labor, although many
boys are also running away from physical abuse by a parent. Adoles-
cence is a time when there is likely to be greater vulnerability to such
exploitation or abuse because of the intergenerational power struggle,
the difficulties of puberty for both the child and the parent, with its phys-
ical and emotional challenges, and the young person’s wish for greater
autonomy and independence. These are exacerbated by the breakup
and/or reconstitution of families, and the additional social and economic
tensions and problems brought about by war.
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Parents should be responsible for their children—they should love
them and send them to school. I left and joined the NPA [New
People’s Army] because I wanted to run away from my family’s 
noise and I hated getting hurt. � Sonia, Philippines3

This diagnosis, and the plea from the young people themselves,
present severe challenges, but not ones that can be avoided if the vol-
untary participation of adolescents is actually to be addressed. There are
at least three separate aspects. The first of these is the need to improve
parenting skills and reduce domestic violence in general. The devastat-
ing impact of interpersonal violence and the need to respond to it is only
just being recognized.4 Second, there is the specific need to address the
situation and treatment of girls within the family. Although children of
both sexes are liable to physical abuse, girls are more likely to be sexu-
ally abused than boys, and are also more likely to be expected to stay at
home to undertake domestic chores, or to be sent to their extended fam-
ily for this purpose. This links with the third aspect: the need to address
more generally the status and treatment of girls (and women) in society.
Perversely, the broader challenge may be easier in one sense because it
falls within the public rather than the private domain and so is more
accessible to public policy responses such as linking it to girls’ access
to education, employment, skills, and leadership positions. An even
greater effect in reducing adolescent volunteering would result from
addressing the gender stereotyping of boys that encourages or pressures
them into going into armed forces or armed groups.

Because this study focuses on adolescents who joined armed forces
or armed groups, the positive role of the family in preventing recruit-
ment has been understated. It is clear that a positive family ambience
that opposes the children becoming involved in the conflict or in the
military is the single strongest preventive factor. A high priority should
therefore be to reinforce the general capacity of families to survive—
economically, physically, and emotionally—and for parents to under-
stand the impact of involvement in conflict on children, and thus them-
selves to act as deterrents to volunteering.

Education and Employment

Both the access to and the content of education are significant factors in
the lives and decisions of adolescents.

As I know, education is the key. It is better than silver and gold.
� Augustine, Sierra Leone
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Young people who are excluded from education—whether because
of poverty, closure of schools, or bad behavior—have to find something
else to do. Those without adequate and appropriate schooling are lim-
ited in their employment choices. When the army is a major employer
and requires no educational attainments, its availability is a major fac-
tor. This is true in peacetime but tends to be magnified during armed
conflicts as alternative forms of economic activity for young people—
even those with education—become increasingly limited and the army
or armed groups become larger in themselves and more significant as
the source of economic opportunity or advancement.

So, in an area where economic opportunities are scarce, education is
not free, where no law can be extended, [and] the border area has been
at war for the last 24 years: could one expect some positive changes
other than fighting Jihad? � (Reflection of a Pakistan interviewer.)

For those excluded from school on behavioral grounds, belonging
to an armed group may not only be attractive in itself, but may also be
a form of self-protection, particularly where the exclusion was linked to
violent behavior and/or involvement with weapons. The army or armed
group may also provide status, a sense of belonging, and economic sur-
vival or advancement, as well as simply something to do.

Schools provide many opportunities to influence young people.
This may be through a deliberate recruitment strategy by the regular
armed forces—through gaining access to schools by offering classes,
using the schools for advertising, cadet or other military training pro-
grams, or through offering to pay for further education or training.
Schools may also be used to encourage students to join the “armed
struggle” in the name of liberation, religion, ethnicity, or some other
cause. The school environment provides a fertile ground because it links
the teacher-pupil relationship with peer-group pressure, and may also
minimize (or reinforce) family influence. Schooling that is segregated
on racial, religious, linguistic or other grounds can be a factor in exac-
erbating tensions in society because it fosters the isolation of these
groups, even apart from any particular content in the education itself.
However, for young people the schooling system may also be a major
point of impact of what they see as an oppressive regime, and may thus
in itself become a major cause and fertile breeding ground of resistance.
In addition to these general issues, specific personal humiliations,
denigration, bullying, and corporal punishment all impact on young
people who are going through the adolescent stage of insecurity linked
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to rebellion, and make them more vulnerable to seeking alternative sup-
port structures.

It is therefore essential to provide education for children and young
people that is accessible and affordable, in a setting where they are not
beaten, humiliated, or bullied, and that encourages and promotes nonvi-
olent and nonmilitaristic approaches, attitudes, and role models. The
school’s curriculum and the attitudes fostered there should be designed
to counter the popular mythology of the heroism and glamour of war,
and help pupils to understand the realities behind the images. At the
same time, teaching young people to resolve interpersonal conflicts
nonviolently not only reinforces these values but also aids them in stay-
ing out of trouble at home and outside, and starts building the parent-
ing skills for the next generation.

At the same time, the educational system needs to be adapted to the
employment situation. The disenchantment of educated youth without
employment, or the prospect of it, is a factor distinct from the frustra-
tions of those without education.

Poverty

The single most commonly identifiable characteristic of child soldiers
(of all ages) is poverty. Poverty—and the need for personal or family
survival—is a risk factor that can drive young people into armed forces
and armed groups to provide food and financial support, either formally
or informally. At the same time, poverty can be an indirect cause of
recruitment, such as preventing access to education. Even where school-
ing is free, the young person may be deterred from attending because of
the inability to purchase school materials (pens, books, and so forth) or
adequate clothing or shoes. At the same time, the family may need the
additional earning power of the young person, or may need an older
child to stay at home to look after younger siblings.

Any effective poverty-reduction measures are, therefore, helpful.
More specifically, identifying poverty in relation to the other risk fac-
tors or categories would enable the development of more specific and
targeted responses. Examples might be encouraging school attendance
through practical measures such as providing free school meals, pro-
viding child-care facilities, identifying and following up on children
who drop out of school, whether temporarily or permanently, and look-
ing for alternatives that enable the children to enter or continue in edu-
cation. At the same time, it is important to recognize and address the
way in which war tends to increase both poverty and vulnerability in
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other respects, by making efforts to keep education going and accessi-
ble—including to displaced and refugee children—and by identifying
and addressing economic, social, and other barriers. The particular
focus on adolescent vulnerability makes it imperative that “education”
is not interpreted as referring only to primary education.

Poverty is also relative. While income levels in the industrialized
nations are far above those of developing countries, young people from
low-income households or who are otherwise socially marginalized
have severely reduced options in terms of both education and employ-
ment, and these same issues need to be addressed.

The linkages between poverty, education, and employment or other
viable economic activities are complex and need to be factored into pol-
icy planning in realistic and practical ways. The experience of address-
ing other forms of child labor could provide useful models or parallels.

Peer Groups and Other Social Influences

The influence of the peer group—friends, school companions—and the
search for status and “acceptable” role models is the other group of key
factors in influencing young people to join armed forces or armed
groups. In many situations, adolescents encourage each other to do
things, including seeking adventure or defining their own role models.
Sometimes a group of friends or a whole class joins up together. Where
having a gun or being in uniform are perceived as desirable, these will
be significant factors, in particular where the opportunity to do so is
readily available. Culture and tradition, and the media, may also portray
these elements as positive or something to aspire to, giving them greater
importance than such basic goals as having sufficient food, money, a
family, or self-protection. Where these images and role models are fil-
tered and reinforced by school and family their influence is magnified.

The Right to Leave

This study focuses on adolescents who defined themselves as having
volunteered to join armed forces or armed groups. The concept of vol-
untary recruitment is normally considered in the light of the initial
method of joining. Many of the young people interviewed for this
research did not join as the result of a considered exercise of decision-
making taken in the light of viable alternatives. Although they defined
themselves as “volunteers,” the actual degree of choice varies from
those situations where the “choice” was (directly or indirectly) between
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joining and likely death or physical or sexual violence, through those
where joining was seen as a ticket to food or economic survival of self
or family, to situations where a significant measure of choice was
indeed exercised. However, even in the latter cases, many young people
joined believing that they could “try out” this option, with little appre-
ciation of the likely effects of the experience. Moreover, few of them
realized that, in most instances, if they joined there would be no possi-
bility of leaving again unless they escaped in peril of their lives. The
impulsive nature of adolescence, and the lack of understanding of the
reality and serious consequences of their involvement in armed forces
or armed groups, call into question the idea of a clear, hard-and-fast dis-
tinction between voluntary and compulsory or forced recruitment of
young people in this age group. Claims of voluntary recruitment should
be treated with critical scepticism.

Improving Socioeconomic Reintegration

There are many challenges for successful long-term socioeconomic re-
integration of adolescent volunteer soldiers that emerge from this study.
Three of the most significant are education, employment or other viable
economic activity, and the reestablishment of relations with their fami-
lies. Each of these will be considered below, but it is important to stress
that in planning all reintegration programs, the young soldiers them-
selves should be consulted. Furthermore, it is essential that the gender
dimensions of socioeconomic reintegration are taken into account. If
reintegration is linked to demobilization, the first step is to ensure that
girls as well as boys are able, both in theory and in practice, to access
the demobilization process. At the same time, in situations where girls
themselves may not wish to be identified as having been associated with
armed forces or armed groups because of societal attitudes and the
likely implications for their future, socioeconomic programs need to be
more broadly available. In this way, the needs of those girls who want
recognition of their role and of those who do not can both be accom-
modated. In all aspects of socioeconomic reintegration, the different
needs of boys and girls should be taken into account, since their actual
situations, prospects, and societal roles may be significantly different.

Education

Education is clearly a priority for many of these young soldiers. Not
only can it play a role in preventing initial recruitment, but it can also
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help to avoid re-recruitment and presents these young people with alter-
natives for their futures, thus aiding reintegration.

Well, I need a scholarship towards my education [he was a signaler
for the RUF during the war and now wants to be a journalist]. We
need our school to be rebuilt and to increase the furniture that was
there during the normal days before the war so that our school
activities can go on normally again. � Augustine, Sierra Leone

The main thing for our reintegration to be better is for school
materials to be issued to us to further our education and if there will
be any support like microcredit to our parents and for scholarships to
those that . . . That is the main thing that can help the reintegration
to succeed. � Arthur, Sierra Leone

As these young people indicate, educational opportunities do not
just require the existence of schools, but also the ability of pupils to
support themselves, or the capacity of their families to support them,
while they receive education. The particular problems and questions
relating to formal education, vocational training, and apprenticeships
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and similar schemes all need to be taken into account. In each situation,
the priorities of girls and boys in relation to formal education, voca-
tional training, or direct access to apprenticeships or employment may
differ.

Again, it is no good if education is available in theory if former
child soldiers encounter disincentives to enrolling. Where girls have
babies, they may encounter obstacles not only because of the need for
child care and financial support for themselves and the baby, but also
because in normal circumstances pregnant girls or those with babies
may be routinely excluded from school.

Solomon (South Africa) found himself excluded from the free edu-
cation program because when living with his grandmother he was
unwilling to reveal that he had been in exile:

People, they don’t know me, [and] I don’t want people to have 
those fears: “Hey, did you kill people? Hey, you are one of those
guerrillas!”

It is, however, not only the real, effective access to school that is impor-
tant, but also the quality of the educational experience, and its relevance
to perceived future or even present economic prospects:

In 1997, there was an order of release, in order to return to school 
[. . .] but I wanted to do something else in order to secure my future;
there are two younger ones after me, so I have to do something.

� Germain, DRC

This is a salutary reminder that these young people often were ones
who in any case had sought to take control of their lives, and even to
take responsibility for other members of the family. Thus for many of
them, to go back to school “like children” is neither economically nor
emotionally a real option without strong economic and societal support.
Furthermore, although all these young people joined as adolescents, by
the time of demobilization and reintegration many “child soldiers” will
in fact be adults.

This does not alter the basis and nature of their adolescent armed
experience, but may disguise it. They may look like adults and even
behave like adults, at least superficially. However, their needs, may be
more akin to those of children since they too missed out on education,
were separated from families, and so on.5 Programs addressed solely to
those still under 18 at the time of demobilization will, therefore, overlook
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many young people who were recruited and fought as child soldiers.
This is one of the places at which the broader definition of “youth” as
up to the age of 25 may well be a more appropriate category.

More specifically, the young people may feel unable to go back
home empty-handed. The DRC interviewer comments that many think
of joining another armed group in order to earn money, and adds that
“many Kadogos are bitter concerning their current situation. It is this
bitterness, this feeling of being misled, which brought a Kadogo
belonging to the presidential guard to assassinate President Kabila in
January 2001.”

They promised to send us to school to study, [and now] they owe 
us money, somewhere between $3,000 and $5,000 each . . . when 
we enrolled, they made a promise to us. � Germain, DRC

Employment

Education is expected to lead to employment. To provide employment
or other economically productive activity for young people not only ful-
fills the essential requirement of giving them things to do, social status,
and a social network, it also helps to ensure that they and their families
have at the least a means of survival and preferably a reasonable stan-
dard of living. Without them, what is the prospect facing a former child
soldier?

There is that little bit of regret because I can see today I am doing
nothing. I am not working and also I am suffering more than before.

� Benny, South Africa

I had a child because I could not protect myself from a boy. . . . I have
to learn a job, so that I can work and earn money for my son. I want
to do things; I don’t want to go and live in the street.

� Christine, DRC

At the same time, employment-related interventions need to be
backed up by special activities encouraging trust and the development
of healthy social values. The mental scars from conflict experiences
mark the character and personality of these young people, making their
reintegration more complicated than that of adult ex-combatants.6

It is perhaps hardest for those who fought for a cause—for libera-
tion—and then find themselves in no better situation afterwards. For
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those who joined because there were no other choices at that time, it is
also difficult but there is less of a sense of having been “let down” by
the new authorities. Some feel that they were better off in the army,
while recognizing that there are also benefits of being out, such as bet-
ter protection. This comes through strongly from both East Timor and
South Africa. This is not a criticism of the governments concerned, who
face enormous difficulties in establishing education, employment, and
other economic activities for all, not just for those who missed out on
education because of their involvement in the liberation struggle.
Nevertheless, it reflects the reality as the young people themselves see
it. In East Timor, many of the youth who were involved in the clandes-
tine movement are turning to alcohol and aggression because they no
longer have a direction:

The situation has made them like that because they don’t have any
money or employment. [. . .] People have no chance to get an
education because schooling is very expensive and their parents have
to find money. � Helena, East Timor

But the best I need [. . .] is the skill, because military skills are no
longer valuable in peacetime. [. . .] I feel myself like—what is it?—
something you can take and then throw it away.

� Benny, South Africa

My parents, what are they saying? “You have been there and what
have you gained from it? [. . .] You are still here, living at the back of
our home.” [. . .] My parents make me feel as if my efforts were
useless. [Serious] But I know it from inside that they are still going to
see it, even if it is the generations to come. � Solomon, South Africa

I have no money, no job, no nothing. [. . .] I wanted to be a mechanic. 
I wanted to fix cars, buses—but now it’s almost impossible because if
I want to have training to be a mechanic, I need money, and I don’t
have money. � Pierre, Congo-Brazzaville

For those like Ali (Afghanistan), who contributed so much and
seemed to have a bright future, but have been disabled as a result of
their war experience, both education and job prospects are even more
restricted. The feeling of not contributing to family and society may be
enhanced by the sense of being a burden on them.

In particular, the “suspended animation” of prolonged demobiliza-
tion without an income or future can leave these young combatants
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angry, disillusioned, and frustrated, and pulls some of them back into
the army or into armed groups. Although they now know what they are
getting into, some at least feel that this enables them to earn an income
and take charge of their lives, rather than sitting around:

Currently, it’s destabilization; what I want to say, it’s that in the
army, I suffered, but I had a home, a place to stay; I could organize
myself, I ate. It’s not like where we are now . . . I would like to flee,
you know, some children fled so as not to be demobilized . . . some
stay a month here, and then they run away. � Michel, DRC

At least in the army, we had money, we received wages. But since
we’re here, nothing. � Christine, DRC

This is a sharp reminder of the need to keep in mind the cyclical
nature of the vulnerability factors and the importance of effective sus-
tainable reintegration in order to prevent re-recruitment. For girls who
were seeking equality or a nontraditional role through participation in
the armed forces or armed groups, “reintegration” into a society that has
not changed may feel like a step backward rather than a step forward.
There is also a second-generation aspect. Although not all former girl
soldiers have babies, many do.

Up to now, too little attention has been given to issues about mar-
riage—validation or not of “war-time” marriages; supportive demobiliza-
tion processes for those girls with babies who are still in a relationship
with the boy-soldier father; as well as access for girls to education, voca-
tional training, and employment. For girls, these difficulties will be com-
pounded by the likelihood of them having babies to cope with as well, the
societal attitudes toward girl soldiers, and their own possible desire for
nontraditional employment—such as metalworking or even joining/con-
tinuing in the armed forces. However, consideration also needs to be
given to the impact on the baby: if the demobilized girl soldier is not able
to continue her education, to survive economically, and to establish a
good family environment for the growing child, the vulnerability factors
are being created for the next generation of young soldiers.

Family Reunification

Although it is well understood that family reunification is a crucial
element in the rehabilitation and reintegration of child soldiers, even in
situations where it was not anticipated it has been found to be the most
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important factor for demobilized young soldiers.7 At the same time, for
many of these young people it is a problematic issue. After all, as
demonstrated earlier, many of them ran away from home in the first
place because they were physically or sexually abused. Others had no
family left. Even if the family still exists and can be traced, and even if
they would like to return home, what prospects does it offer them now?

If our parents are dead what will we do, and then what will we do
when we’ll be back home? They are going to leave us over there
without anything, without work. � Vanessa, DRC

For these older “young soldiers,” therefore, the possibility of re-
establishing links with their families may be important, but it cannot on
its own be the answer. At the same time, some of them are desperate to
go home, to make amends to their families, to reestablish contact. This
still does not alter the reality that they cannot simply live at home. Even
if the family relationships are improved, whether because of the absence
or the change in age, maturity, and circumstances of the young person,
what are they going to do? An analysis of a sample of fathers and sons
before, during, and after recruitment/nonrecruitment into armed conflict
suggests that the relationship in fact changes little in the different
phases: thus the poor or nonexistent relationship continues, and on
demobilization the same problems are likely to arise without external
intervention, such as counseling.8 At best, for these young people fam-
ily reunification may be an important step, but it is only one step.

What Prospects?

Perhaps because these young people were indeed those who made
choices, the strength of character and survival skills that they demon-
strate is both a cause for celebration and a cause for concern about the
societies that gave them this option. In the most difficult situations,
many of these young people have demonstrated a commitment to
“humanitarian values” and a lack of vindictiveness that shame adults.
Their determination to better themselves and others deserves to be sup-
ported: these young people have and can continue to provide leadership,
inspiration, and skills for their societies in the future if they are given
the opportunity. In so doing, it is of course equally important to give
these chances to those who in similar circumstances chose not to join.
However, as this research has clearly demonstrated, if the critical issues

Conclusion 135



that lead young people to join armed forces or armed groups were to be
addressed, this would equally benefit other children and young people
as well.

Unfortunately, in the end, it is equally clear that as long as wars
continue, and in particular civil wars, children and young people will
become soldiers.

As long as there is war here in the Congo, I don’t think that children
will stop joining up. � Germain, DRC

This is not an excuse for doing nothing. Rather it highlights the impor-
tance of addressing the factors that lead to child participation in a con-
sistent, integrated, and coherent fashion and at both macro and micro
levels, while also working to relieve the reasons that cause armed con-
flicts to occur and to persuade the parties to resolve their disputes
through social dialogue and other nonviolent means.

The leaders of the country don’t help us, because they always want to
give out weapons; we, we want peace now. We, the young people of
today, we want peace. We want to inform ourselves, we don’t want
the war. . . . We are all the children of the same country. The war
isn’t good. We want peace in Congo. The leaders should put their
children on the front line, so that they will be destroyed. The weapons
should be used to protect the nation, not to kill our brothers.

� Pascal, Congo-Brazzaville
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This appendix will provide the reader with the essential background
information on the original project proposal and its objectives, the

methodology used for the selection of case studies and informants, the
methodology of data collection for this book—including the topic list
for open interviewing and some statistics on the primary data—
and finally on the way the materials have been analyzed, interpreted,
and presented.

The Project Proposal

The research reported in this book was conducted as a joint project of
the Quaker United Nations Office, Geneva, and the ILO Infocus Pro-
gramme on Crisis Response and Reconstruction (IFP/CRISIS), with
funding from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of the
Netherlands. The following text provides the summary of the research
project as it was originally designed.

Goal

To deepen the understanding of the root causes of children joining
armed forces or armed groups in order to improve the knowledge base
needed for the development of effective socioeconomic reintegration
programs.

Objectives

1. To contribute to the understanding of the root causes of the phe-
nomenon of children participating in armed conflict
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2. To develop the knowledge of and discussion about voluntary
recruitment of youth into armed forces or armed groups

3. To identify the issues for sustainable reintegration
4. To disseminate the information to those who need it
5. To improve public awareness about the reasons why youth join

armed forces and armed groups

Rationale

In most of today’s conflicts children become fighters. Some are abducted
or otherwise physically forced to join armed forces or armed groups.
Many others join without physical coercion. Although some demobi-
lization and reintegration of these children takes place following a
peace agreement and actual settlement of the conflict, in many situa-
tions it is taking place in unstable circumstances or while the conflict
is continuing. In particular in the latter situations, unless the reasons
why children become involved are addressed, the demobilization and
reintegration programs are unlikely to be successful or sustained: even
if they temporarily return to civilian life, the children are likely to be
drawn back into the conflict. It is therefore essential to understand the
reasons that the children themselves identify for joining armed forces 
or armed groups, whether by individual choice or as a result of other
factors.

Methodology

In order to understand the reasons that the young soldiers themselves
identify as the factors for their joining the armed forces or armed
groups, the research will be undertaken in the form of in-depth indi-
vidual interviews of the young people. Although ILO Convention No.
182 and the Convention on the Rights of the Child define all those up
to 18 years as “children,” since this study is focused on adolescent sol-
diers specifically, the terms “youth” and “young soldiers” are used as
being more appropriate. In order to ensure that different countries and
cultures are taken into account, the objective is to conduct case stud-
ies in at least five countries with a minimum of five respondents in
each. Three taped interviews should be conducted with each respon-
dent. The results of these interviews will be analyzed by the project
supervisors, and supplemented by material from existing literature and
other sources.
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Outcome

1. An attractive and easy-to-read book presenting the results of the
research drawing extensively on the responses of the inter-
viewees themselves

2. A report and other publications with a broader analysis of the
themes identified and the socioeconomic reintegration policy and
programmatic responses needed as a result for policymakers in
governmental, intergovernmental, and nongovernmental forums

3. Presentations of these materials and results in workshops, meet-
ings, and publications

The Case Studies

It cannot be claimed that the young people interviewed in this research
are a representative sample of the child soldiers of the world, although
deliberate efforts were made to go outside the usually reported situations
(hence, in particular, the inclusion of case studies of Congo-Brazzaville,
the United Kingdom, and Afghans in Iran), and some regional balance
has been ensured.

While seeking to obtain maximum diversity, the definition of the
case studies was partly driven by the practical considerations of identi-
fying and enrolling appropriately qualified researchers and obtaining
appropriate contacts with potential interviewees. This is an important
fact because the anthropological, qualitative nature of this study makes
it essential to do this kind of research only with researchers that already
have an established network on the ground or are in a position to
develop one and can build up relationships of trust in these politically
highly sensitive contexts.

Members or recent members of armed forces and armed groups are
not easy subjects for study. They tend to be found in places that are haz-
ardous to visit. They themselves may be dangerous for a researcher who
is, for whatever reason, unable to establish the necessary rapport. There
may be resistance from the organization to which they belong, or
belonged, because of the danger of their revealing sensitive information
or because by speaking as individuals they breach the culture of face-
lessness that, whether in long military traditions or in revolutionary
cells, can be seen as an important element of solidarity and discipline.
If recruitment has in practice taken place below the legal permissible
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age, or there is any feeling of political sensitivity about recruitment
ages, this hesitancy is obviously compounded. Such reactions can pre-
vent in-depth interviews from taking place, can in one way or another
constrain the ability of the interviewee to speak freely, or can put inter-
viewers, interviewees, and sometimes others at physical risk. All of
these considerations were addressed in the detailed research methodol-
ogy. It should not be imagined that the various dangers referred to are
trivial; any of them could, at worst, be fatal.

In terms of setting up the project, all of this meant that it was not
possible to make a purely scientific decision as to which countries or
groups were most deserving of study, and proceed from there. Practical
considerations had to intervene. In the event, the planned interviews in
the Goma region of the DRC had to be aborted because of the security
situation. Nor did it prove possible to obtain the desired interviews from
young people associated with Republican (i.e., Catholic) groups in
Northern Ireland. Other constraints meant that only two interviews were
obtained for the United Kingdom government armed forces.

Although there are two instances where the situations overlap,1

each of the nine case studies was discrete. The case studies in the
Republic of Congo (Congo-Brazzaville) and the Democratic Republic
of Congo (where there is no overlap), have been carried out by the
same researcher; otherwise, each case study was the work of a differ-
ent researcher, working independently within the general project
guidelines.

Since the purpose of this research was to understand why adoles-
cents volunteer for armed forces and armed groups, it was important to
consider different kinds of situations. The United Kingdom recruits
thousands of 16- and 17-year-old volunteers each year and, until 1 Sep-
tember 2002, routinely sent under-18s into combat. These young sol-
diers therefore fell squarely within the framework of this research,
which was concerned with the reasons for joining rather than questions
of legality and otherwise. Were this research focused on comparing the
different case studies, the two interviews with young British soldiers
obviously could not stand alone. Similarly, were the interviews being
treated as throwing up data for quantitative analysis, the disproportion-
ate representation of Europe among members of regular armed forces
interviewed would have to be considered an unacceptable skewing of
the sample.

In qualitative research, by contrast, informants are generally cho-
sen. Choosing the informants on the basis of a number of different cri-
teria (as explained above) has the advantage of selecting those people
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that are most knowledgeable, or that might be to a certain extent “typi-
cal” of a specific subcategory of subjects (such as girl soldiers, or sol-
diers from government or paramilitary groups). Within the qualitative
framework of this research project, the two sets of interviews from sol-
diers in the British army represent, therefore, extra information from
different valuable perspectives. It is essential to the accurate reporting
of the project that they are included in order not to retrospectively mis-
represent the approach and assumptions underlying the research, and
also not to arbitrarily discard any material that was produced. Accord-
ingly, material from the interview with these two young men is scat-
tered through the report along with that from the other interviews and
it is for the reader to judge the extent to which these vindicate the
search for common features independent of cultural context.

A pilot study was conducted in South Africa in October and
November 2001, involving interviews with six veterans of Umkhonto
wa Sizwe and the Azanian People’s Liberation Army, the principal
armed groups that had been involved in the liberation struggle. The
methodology was slightly changed after this pilot study, and nine fur-
ther case studies were undertaken between May 2002 and February
2003, as follows:

Afghanistan: five interviewees, from various factions, inter-
viewed as refugees in Iran

Colombia: seven interviewees, principally from the FARC and
the AUC “paramilitaries”

Congo-Brazzaville: five interviewees, principally from the
“Cobra” and “Ninja” factions, including one now in the government
armed forces

Democratic Republic of Congo: seven interviewees, from vari-
ous factions of the Alliance of Democratic Forces for the Liberation
of Congo-Zaire (AFDL) which became the government under Lau-
rent Kabila

Pakistan: five interviewees who had fought for the Taliban in
Afghanistan

Sierra Leone: five interviewees, from government, opposition,
and civil defense forces

Sri Lanka: seven interviewees from the LTTE
United Kingdom (Northern Ireland): four interviewees associ-

ated with “Protestant/Loyalist” factions
United Kingdom (British Army): two interviewees, serving sol-

diers, contacted through the army itself
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Including the pilot study, this book thus presents selections of 53
interviews, in four continents (and seven distinct regions).

Selection of Informants

This book has managed to feature at least some respondents from each
of the principal situations in which “child soldiers” can be found: gov-
ernment armed forces; opposition armed groups (including some that
have been successful and assumed the mantle of government); a vari-
ety of local defense groups ranging from the overtly state-sponsored to
the completely informal, through those whose status and allegiance
remains unclear; ideological movements calling on volunteers from
countries outside the immediate conflict zone; and, finally, some armed
gangs that qualify as players on the political scene, rather than a purely
criminal phenomenon, by virtue of their claimed agenda or their effec-
tive control of territory. Furthermore, some interviewees served in more
than one group.

The “informants” approach is a widely used survey methodology in
socioeconomic disciplines. The selection process of the informants in
this study has followed this methodology. In fact, as all people inter-
viewed were (ex) child soldiers themselves, rather than people who
knew a lot about them, the approach taken in this study is a variant of
the well-known “key informants approach.” Key informants were used
to identify the children and to establish and verify the background of the
children and the interview situation. The selection of informants has
also been subject to a number of practical issues, namely the established
network of the researchers and the accessibility of the children in terms
of security. However, the research guide specially developed for this
project clearly encouraged the researchers to find a varied sample of
interviewees: male and female; those still serving; those who were offi-
cially demobilized and those who “auto-demobilized”; those who
fight/fought with government forces, with armed opposition groups, and
armed groups not opposing the government; those with frontline expe-
rience and those who have performed exclusively support roles; those
from urban and rural backgrounds; and members of as many different
ethnic and religious communities as possible. Some fuller details of the
variables of the respondents are given below under the heading of “Pri-
mary Data.”

In fact, the greatest bias in the sample is the underrepresentation of
young people who served in regular governmental armed forces. Contrary
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to popular perceptions, this category represents the majority of “child
soldiers” as defined using the threshold age of 18 generally recognized
as the age of majority.2 However, access to serving and former soldiers
in “regular” armed forces is particularly problematic. From this point of
view, the authors are especially grateful to the British Army Training
and Recruiting Agency for arranging interviews with serving soldiers
who had been recruited below the age of 18. It is understandable that
while granting permission the army would wish to exercise some con-
trol over which “voices” were heard; thus the interviewees were “satis-
fied soldiers” who had volunteered to work in army recruitment offices.

Within each case study the interviewees are in practice those who
were accessible and willing to talk and many were taking the risk of
repercussions. Many children expressed this fear but were driven to
speak up by the feeling that their voice might change something in the
end; the world should know and act. By interviewing them, this
research hoped to throw light on what was happening beyond the calm
security of the typical well-structured research environment: the quali-
tative equivalent of taking a temperature reading at the surface of a
cauldron of molten metal, or measuring the flow at the edge of a river
in flood.

The Methodology of Data Collection

The basic way of collecting data was for the researchers to select five
(ex) child soldiers and to conduct three interviews with them. The
methodology was one of deduction, starting with a general first inter-
view, listening to the tape and going into more detail in the second and
then third interview. The interviewers were asked to write up their own
impression separately, including some background materials on the
countries and children. The researchers were also expected to provide
their views on how representative each child was according to their own
knowledge.

The South African case study was the first case study conducted
with the assistance of a preliminary draft of the Terms of Reference for
Case Study researchers. In the light of the comments of the researcher
and reactions of assessors of the Case Study report, these Terms of Ref-
erence were amended.

The researcher who did the South African case expressed in her notes:
“[A]lthough all interviews were taken in English, the language skills of the
partner researcher helped T. to describe particular experiences. This was
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especially the case when the former child soldiers became emotional
about certain issues.” In a number of case studies the combination of a
male and female researcher has proven fruitful as well: “[The] other
characteristics of the partner researcher, i.e. male, black, and with a his-
tory of (political) activism in the liberation struggle, became important
in our encounters and in the development of a relationship of trust 
with former combatants, [. . .] the fact I was female might have encour-
aged ‘the inner voice’ of the former child soldiers rather than the pub-
lic voice which might have fitted better in a male conversation of armed
struggle.”3

Subsequent case study researchers were provided with a package of five
documents that together comprised the Terms of Reference. These were:

1. The Project Proposal
2. Research Guide for Data Collection
3. Researcher Actions and Responsibilities
4. Ethical Guidelines for Researchers
5. Affirmation of Informed Consent for Interviewees

The relevant portion of the Project Proposal summary is quoted at the
beginning of this appendix. The full text of the other documents (except
for the purely contractual elements of the Researcher Actions and
Responsibilities) is reproduced at the end of this appendix to give a
clear indication of the methodology used and safeguards adopted. The
Researcher Actions and Responsibilities, Ethical Guidelines for Re-
searchers, and Affirmation of Informed Consent were all adapted, with
permission, from those that had been used in the separate study of girl
soldiers undertaken jointly by the Quaker United Nations Offices in
Geneva and New York in 2001.4

The Primary Data

As will be seen from the documents reprinted below, the case study
reports, transcripts, and tapes of the interviews have been retained by
the research directors. For reasons of confidentiality and security, these
materials are not public documents and no part of them will be pub-
lished in full, even when it appeared that individual interviewees would
welcome this.

As the text of this book was to be based on selective extracts from
the materials in the unpublished case studies, the draft manuscript was
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sent to all the case study researchers for their review and confir-
mation that the materials were accurately quoted, reflected their find-
ings without distortion or the omission of any significant points, 
and to ensure that appropriate acknowledgments were made. A num-
ber of amendments were made to take account of the researchers’
comments.

Some aggregate information concerning those interviewed for the
case studies might nevertheless be useful for readers who wish to locate
these findings in a more general context.

The common feature of the 53 informants was that they had, by
their own definition, voluntarily joined armed forces or armed groups
while still less than 18 years old. Although some were still under 18,
and some still serving, at the time of interview, the majority on both
counts were not. It was the individual’s life history, not current status,
that was the criterion for selection, and former rather than current “child
soldiers” were in general more accessible for interview. The focus on
common features across different contexts meant also that the study was
not time-bound; although in fact the research guidelines specified that
the respondents ought to be no more than 20 years old, and not to be
reporting on involvement that ended more than two years before the
date of interview. These restrictions were introduced after the South
Africa pilot, and the first restriction was waived in accepting a number
of interviews in the other case studies.

Of the 53 respondents, 46 were male and 7 female. With regard to
their ages and length of military involvement, the following tabulations
are approximate only. It was in the nature of the interviews that precise
answers were not always given on specific points; sometimes the
answers were of dubious accuracy, and sometimes there were internal
inconsistencies.

Age at Time of Interview Number

15 and under 4 (from three separate case studies and two 
continents)

16 7
17 10
18 5
19 8
20 8
21 to 29 8 (from three separate case studies and two 

continents)
30 and over 3 (all from the South Africa pilot study)

Total 53
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Age at Time of First Recruitment Number

Less than 10 4 (from case studies in three 
different continents)

10 5
11 5
12 2
13 6
14 7
15 7
16 13
17 3 (from case studies in Africa and Asia)

Total 52 (in one instance insufficient information 
was given)

The interviewees in the South Africa pilot study had been recruited be-
tween 1982 and 1990.

Date of First Recruitment Number

1990/1991 2
1992 2
1993 2
1994 3
1995 2
1996 2
1997 7
1998 9
1999 6
2000 7
2001/2002 5

Total 47

It should be noted that in several cases involvement was not continuous.

Length of Time Between First 
and Most Recent Involvement Number

Less than 1 year 6 (including 1 still apparently active)
1–2 years 5
2 years 10 (including 3 still apparently active)
3 years 5 (including 3 still apparently active)
4 years 6 (including 1 still apparently active)
5 years 8 (including 5 still apparently active)
6–7 years 4
8–9 years 6 (including 3 still apparently active)
10 years or more 3

Total 53
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Analysis and Interpretation of Data

The process of clustering, analyzing, and interpreting the large amount
of qualitative research materials from ten highly different situations was
one of the major challenges of this book. Several different styles and
models have been tried, rejected, and adapted. As this book has a strong
comparative spirit and because the samples of children interviewed per
country were small and not random, the option of presentation in terms
of country cases was not appropriate. In addition, the concerns about the
safety of the children precluded using country cases with more contexts,
as this could make it easier to trace the children, with all the risks
already outlined.

One of the typical features of qualitative research is that we work
with “fluid frames,” which means that the framing of the phenomenon
remains a continuous exercise throughout the research.5 In this way, fix-
ing the categories is not the means but itself the goal. The contrast with
quantitative research is therefore not only an issue of style or tradition,
but something that is deeply related to the goal of the research, and there-
fore with the related approach, methods, and ways of working.6 Quantita-
tive research can be categorized as looking for the distribution and possi-
ble sizing up of phenomena, while qualitative research focuses on the
nature of it. It is more concerned with exploring than with verifying. One
may note, however, that the inherent rationale of either of the approaches
is to enrich an understanding of the problem in hand: the choice of a par-
ticular methodology will be dictated by different considerations.

This research project has been very qualitative, not only in means
but also in its objective. This is why it cannot systematically explain the
direct relationship between the distribution of the variables, nor can it
explain how the differences in contexts influence the results. But it can
provide insights into the “orientations” of people, and the feelings,
thoughts, and ideas that together create a certain “view” that they have
on their lives and determines their actions. It is then important to go
beyond these orientations as a collection of individual characteristics,
and to find a “view” that is, to a certain extent, typical of people in cer-
tain situations, a “perspective” that is shared with comparable others—
a group perspective.

The majority of the data for this research is collected through open
interviewing, for which the analytical model on “view” and “perspec-
tive” are helpful. However, most of our researchers (including the
authors) were already doing research among the young soldiers, focusing
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on different questions, and the analysis and reporting was obviously in
part informed by insights already gained by other methods.

Every research method has its limits and its strengths. The qualitative
research method of open interviewing with a small group of informants
from very different cultural contexts places serious limits on the hard con-
clusions that can be drawn from it. It tends to give the impression that the
incomparable are being compared. What are being compared, however,
are the reasons young people themselves give for having chosen this path,
and the similarities of issues raised from extremely different cultural and
economic contexts, which are in themselves interesting enough to present.
According to Irving Seidman, the strength of in-depth interviewing of this
kind is that “through it we can come to understand the details of people’s
experience from their point of view. We can see how their individual
experience interacts with powerful social and organizational forces that
pervade the context in which they live and work.”7

The “cut and paste” style chosen in this book is the more conven-
tional way of presenting and analyzing interview data, but it has well-
known advantages and disadvantages. Excerpts from the transcripts
have been organized in categories, within and between which the
authors have searched for connecting threads and patterns. One of the
advantages of presenting the excerpts thematically in this way is that it
reproduces the words of the young soldiers in a direct and striking man-
ner and it makes the reader understand easily the similarities of issues
expressed from people that are graphically far from each other. Some
critics regard this exercise as an entirely intuitive process.8 However,
the authors did not approach the original transcripts with a set of cate-
gories that needed to be filled with excerpts. Rather, by reading through
the wealth of data from A to Z, and marking interesting and recurring
issues, the categories came up out of the materials and were repeatedly
discussed and shared.

The structuring of the interviews has not only been done by the
authors, but was an integral part of the interview itself. As only a very
broad topic list was provided to the researchers, the process of interpre-
tation and finding connections between the issues has been a constant
process. Furthermore, the researchers provided the authors with their
interpretations, and commented on and validated the final manuscript.
The large group of interns and assistants who have worked on this proj-
ect have also played a vital role in independently finding key features
and linkages and in identifying the critical factors.

This method of data collection and presentation can be criticized for
providing too little background, in comparison with alternatives such as
“profiling.”9 The authors have, after considerable discussion, decided to
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provide very limited information on the exact background of the chil-
dren interviewed in order to reduce the likelihood of their being traced.
Their background in terms of such elements as ethnicity, region of ori-
gin, religion, age, place in the family, or rural or urban settings were,
however, made available by the researchers to the authors. These mate-
rials have been used in analyzing, clustering, and interpretating the
materials, but will not be made available as such. Although this book
might have benefited from more contextual information, the authors do
not want the young people who took part in this study to be put at risk
for the sake of academic rigor. Furthermore, writing about contexts and
history as an outsider is not neutral, nor is it necessarily in line with the
way the young people themselves see and interpret their surroundings.
It might even suggest linkages between context and reasons for joining,
which are perceived differently by those interviewed. For the purpose of
this book, the authors have chosen to retain its “emic”10 spirit. The
material is sufficiently rich and informative to deepen the understanding
of the phenomenon of children participating in armed conflict, such that
only a minimum of contextual information is necessary (see Annex II
and, to some extent, Chapter 1).

It is important to stress that none of the samples were large enough to
throw any effective light on the individual conflict situations, or to permit
valid comparisons between regions or between the experiences of young
people attached to different kinds of armed forces or armed groups. It is
only from the testimony of the 53 taken together, and recognizing their
diverse cultural contexts, that some insight can be gained into the unique
shared aspect of their experience: that they all, before adulthood, chose to
become associated with armed forces or groups. The only systematic com-
parisons made between subsets of the interviewees is in the chapter on
girls and boys, for which purpose it was possible to enlarge the sample of
girls by drawing, with permission, on materials from two completely sep-
arate recent research projects. Although the authors recognize that the
sample has been thin and widespread, this annex has explained the numer-
ous safeguards established in order to make such a comparison valid.

Instructions Provided to Researchers

Research Guide for Data Collection

The research guide printed below has been specially developed for this
project by one of the authors, and researchers were explicitly asked to
do their work on that basis.
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Contents: A. Selection of Participants and Security
B. Guiding Principles for the Interviews
C. Topics for the Open Interviews
D. Outputs and Reporting

A. Selection of Participants and Security

In the light of the strictly qualitative research methodology chosen, you
have a rather large freedom to select your participants, who should be
under 18 years old (or between 18 and 20 telling their stories about the
period before they were 18). In order to choose your participants you
should build if possible onto research you are already undertaking,
using the contacts you have already. The most important guiding prin-
ciple is that you have established a relationship of confidence. As the
young people of our target group often have a very sensitive social sta-
tus, mutual trust and willingness to tell their stories is key.

Within this framework, and other things being equal, you should
select your respondents with a view to achieving as wide a mix as pos-
sible on the following criteria:

• Male and female
• Those still serving, those who were officially demobilized, and

those who “auto-demobilized”
• Those who fight/fought with government forces, with armed oppo-

sition groups, and armed groups not opposing the government
• Those with frontline experience and those who have performed

exclusively support roles
• Those from urban and rural backgrounds
• Members of as many different ethnic and religious communities

as possible

Try as much as possible to get clearance for the interview from
adults or organizations that have the prime responsibility over the
young soldier. If you are interviewing soldiers that are still part of an
armed group, you might want to get clearance from the leader right
above him (do not go up too high in the hierarchy as this might create
more waves than necessary).

Try to be aware of local politics and power games among soldiers,
ethnic groups, etc. Some young soldiers might be too eager to talk to you
because they see in you a way to gain power or status. These things you
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will have to play by ear, and this is why we prefer research assistants
who are already working in the field.

B. Guiding Principles for the Interviews11

Listen more, talk less. Listening is the most important skill in inter-
viewing. The hardest work for most interviewers is to keep quiet and to
listen actively.

Interviewers must listen on at least three levels. First, they must lis-
ten to what the participant is saying. They must concentrate on the sub-
stance to make sure that they understand it and to assess whether what
they are hearing is as detailed and complete as they would like it to be.
They must concentrate so that they internalize what participants say.
Later, interviewers’ questions will often flow from this earlier listening.

On the second level, interviewers must listen for what we call
“inner voice,” as opposed to an outer, more public voice. An outer, or
public, voice always reflects an awareness of the audience. It is not
untrue; it is guarded. It is a voice that participants would use if they
were talking to an audience of 300 in an auditorium.

There is a language of the outer voice to which interviewers can
become sensitive. For example, whenever we hear participants talk
about the problems they are facing as a “challenge” or their work as an
“adventure,” I sense that I am hearing a public voice, and we search for
ways to get the inner voice. Challenge and adventure convey the posi-
tive aspects of a participant’s grappling with a difficult experience, but
not the struggle. Another word that attracts our attention is fascinate. I
often hear that word on talk-show interviews; it usually works to com-
municate some sort of interest while covering up the exact nature of the
interest. By taking participants’ language seriously without making
them feel defensive about it, interviewers can encourage a level of
thoughtfulness more characteristic of inner voice.

On a third level, interviewers must listen while remaining aware of the
process as well as the substance. They must be sensitive to the partici-
pant’s energy level and any nonverbal cues he or she may be offering.
Interviewers must listen hard to assess the progress of the interview and to
stay alert for cues about how to move the interview forward as necessary.

This type of active listening concentration and focus goes beyond
what we usually do in everyday life. It requires that, for a good part of the
time, we quash our normal instinct to talk. At the same time, interviewers
must be ready to say something when a navigational nudge is needed.
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In order to facilitate active listening, in addition to tape-recording
the interview, interviewers can take notes. These working notes help
interviewers concentrate on what the participant is saying. They also
help to keep interviewers from interrupting the participant by allowing
them to keep track of things that the participant has mentioned in order
to come back to these subjects when the timing is right.

A good way to gauge listening skills is to transcribe an interview
tape. Separate the interviewers’ questions from the participant’s re-
sponses by new paragraphs. Compare the relative length of the partici-
pant’s paragraphs with the interviewer’s. If the interviewer is listening
well, his or her paragraphs will be short and relatively infrequently
interspersed among the longer paragraphs of the participant’s responses.

Follow up on what the participant says. When interviewers do talk in
an interview, they usually ask questions. The key to asking questions
during in-depth interviewing is to let them follow, as much as possible,
from what the participant is saying. Although the interviewer comes to
each interview with a basic question that establishes the purpose and
focus of the interview, it is in response to what the participant says that
the interviewer follows up, asks for clarification, seeks concrete details,
and requests stories. Rather than preparing a preset interview guide, the
interviewer’s basic work in this approach to interviewing is to listen
actively and to move the interview forward as much as possible by
building on what the participant has begun to share.

Ask questions when you do not understand. It is hard work to under-
stand everything people say. Sometimes the context is not clear. At
other times we do not understand the specific reference of what some-
one is saying. In everyday conversation we often let such things slide by
without understanding them. In interviewing, such sliding undermines
the process.

The interview structure is cumulative. One interview establishes the
context for the next. Not having understood something in an early inter-
view, an interviewer might miss the significance of something a partic-
ipant says later. Passages in interviews become links to each other in
ways that cannot be foretold. Also, the interviewer who lets a partici-
pant know when he or she does not understand something shows the
person that the interviewer is listening.

Sometimes it is difficult to get the chronology of an experience
straight. It is important for interviewers to understand experiences in 
the context of time. A question like, “Can you tell me again when that
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happened?” is a reasonable one. We use the word again so as not to
imply to participants that they are not being clear, thereby making them
defensive, but rather, as is often the case, to suggest that we were not
just attentive enough the first time around.

Sometimes participants use vague words that seem to be communi-
cating but are not explicit.

Avoid leading questions (ask open-ended questions). A leading ques-
tion is one that influences the direction the response will take. Some-
times the lead is in the intonation of the question: the tone implies an
expectation. Sometimes it is in the wording, syntax, and intonation of
the question, as when an interviewer asks, “Did you really mean to do
that?” Sometimes the lead is in the conclusion implied by the question.

An open-ended question, unlike a leading question, establishes the
territory to be explored while allowing the participant to take any direc-
tion he or she wants. It does not presume the answer. There are at least
two types of open-ended questions especially relevant to in-depth inter-
viewing. One is the “grand tour” question, in which the interviewer asks
the participant to reconstruct a significant segment of an experience.

There is also the “mini tour” in which the interviewer asks the par-
ticipant to reconstruct the details of a more limited time span or of a
particular experience.

A second type of open-ended question focuses more on the subjec-
tive experience of the participant than on the external structure. For
example, a participant might begin to talk about her experience in the
army. After asking her what happened during the battle, the interviewer
might ask her to talk about what that battle was like for her.

Although there are many approaches to open-ended questioning,
when we are interested in understanding the participant’s subjective
experience, we often find ourselves asking the question, “What was that
like for you?” It is not possible to experience what the participant expe-
rienced—if we could, then we would be the participants. Perhaps the
closest we can come is to ask the metaphorical question implied in the
word like. When interviewers ask what something was like for partici-
pants, they are giving them the chance to reconstruct their experience
according to their own sense of what was important, unguided by the
interviewer.

Follow up, don’t interrupt. Avoid interrupting participants when they are
talking. Often an interviewer is more interested in something a partici-
pant says than the speaker seems to be. While the participant continues
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talking, the interviewer feels strongly tempted to interrupt to pursue the
interesting point. Rather than doing so, however, the interviewer can jot
down the key word and follow up on it later, when doing so will not
interrupt the participant’s train of thought. The opportunity may come
later in the same interview or even in a subsequent one.

Tolerate silence. Interviewers sometimes get impatient and uncomfort-
able with silence. They project that discomfort onto their participants.
They see pauses as voids and jump into the interview with a quick ques-
tion to fill the void. A useful exercise is to play back an interview tape
and record how much time the interviewer gives the participant to think
before he or she jumps in with a question. The new interviewers think
they are waiting a considerable time before asking their next question,
but when we go over audiotapes of their interviews, we determine that
in reality they are waiting only a second or two. Thoughtfulness takes
time; if interviewers can learn to tolerate either the silence that some-
times follows a question or a pause within a participant’s reconstruc-
tion, they may hear things they would never have heard if they had leapt
in with another question to break the silence.

As in other aspects of interviewing, there is a delicate balance
between jumping in too soon with a question and waiting too long in
silence. There are no rules of thumb here. It is important to give your
participant space to think, reflect, and add to what he or she has said.
This may take a second or two for some participants and twenty seconds
for others.

Linguistic differences. An issue embedded in many of the social rela-
tionships described above is linguistic differences between interview-
ers and participants. Sometimes English-speaking researchers interview
participants for whom English is not their first language. If interviewers
are fluent in the participants’ mother tongue and interview in that lan-
guage, they will subsequently face the complexity of translation. The
issue of finding the right word in English or any other language to rep-
resent the full sense of the word the participants spoke in their native
language is demanding and requires a great deal of care.

What is at issue in interviewing participants whose first language is not
that of the interviewer is the extent to which the language used by both the
participants and the interviewer affects the progress of the interview. The
thinking of both the participants and the interviewer is intertwined with the
language they are using. As in most issues regarding interviewing, there is
not one right way to respond to these situations, except to recognize the

154 Young Soldiers



importance of language and culture to thought. With that awareness, both
interviewer and participants can experiment with ways of talking to each
other that most authentically reflect their thinking.

If the participant and the interviewer do not have a shared language
of reasonable understanding the interviewer should recruit a translator.
The translator should read and understand this briefing note and the
overall objective of the research and the interview. You ask questions in
English/French and the translator asks questions in the local language.
Only once in a while the translator says in a few words to you what they
are talking about. You can just make limited suggestions to the transla-
tor who largely replaces you in guiding the process of the interview.
Make sure you train him well in avoiding leading questions, etc. You
will transcribe the tapes together, discuss your findings, and prepare a
topic list for the next interview which will flow from the findings and
gaps in the first session. Please discuss with us before recruiting a trans-
lator. In such a case, the translator will also need to sign the “Ethical
Guidelines for Interviewers.”

Avoid a therapeutic relationship. Interviewers must avoid changing the
interviewing relationship into a therapeutic one. It is essential that
research interviewers not confuse themselves with therapists. The goals
are different. The researcher is there to learn, not to treat the participant.
The participant did not seek out the researcher and is not a patient. The
researcher will see the participant a few times, after which their con-
nection will substantially end. They will not have a continuing relation-
ship in which the researcher takes some measure of ongoing responsi-
bility. Researchers are unlikely to be trained therapists. They should
know both their own limits and those imposed by the structure and goal
of the interviewing process. Researchers must be very cautious about
suggesting solutions for problems in areas of participants’ private lives
and personal complexities to which they are ill-equipped to respond and
for which they can take no effective responsibility.

But even when researchers exercise such caution, the intimacy that
can develop in in-depth interviewing sometimes threatens those limits,
and a participant may find the interviewing process emotionally trou-
bling. Participants may start to cry in an interview. Interviewers may
themselves become upset in the face of a participant’s tears and not
know what to do. Let the participant work out the distress without inter-
fering and taking inappropriate responsibility for it. On the other hand,
if the distress continues, the interviewer then has the responsibility to
pull back from whatever is causing it.
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The key to negotiating potentially troubled waters is to assess how
much responsibility the interviewer can effectively take in navigating them.

Before the second session, you might want to consult adults sur-
rounding him/her and seek their advice or ask their assistance on psy-
chological aftercare, without telling any details of things said to you in
confidence.

Reciprocity. The issue of reciprocity in the interviewing relationship
can be troubling. The more the interviewing relationship is charged with
issues of race, ethnicity, class, and gender, the more complicated the
problem of reciprocity can be. This is the most problematic aspect of
interviewing—being sympathetic to the argument that the researcher
gets more out of the process than the participant.

The reciprocity that can be offered in an interview is that which
flows from the interest in the participant’s experience, and honoring
their words when we present their experience to a larger public.
Although at the conclusion of the interview you might present partici-
pants with a small gift, that gift is only a token of appreciation in the
fullest sense of the word token: to say thank you and to mark the con-
clusion of that part of our interviewing relationship. You are encouraged
to provide drinks and food during or after the interview, if appropriate.

C.Topic List for the Open Interviews

The open and unstructured interviews should cover the following topics
and elicit the information indicated. Respondents should not be dis-
couraged if they wish to speak at length about their experiences while
soldiers or about their present situation and prospects, but the inter-
viewer must remain aware that these are not the primary focus of the
current project, and must ensure that somehow all the core topics are
covered and that the respondent is encouraged to go into detail on these.

a. Background of the participant (age, region of origin, religion,
ethnic group, level of education, physical condition, profession of
his/her parents).

b. What were they doing before the war/before joining the war
(school, work, housing, friends, ideals, ideas on the future, well
or badly off, etc)?

c. How did they become aware of the conflict? Do they remember a
time before it started? What happened to them when it started?
How did they feel about it?
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d. When and how did they become aware of the possibility of join-
ing the conflict?

e. Why did they decide to join? What would have happened to them
if they had not joined? Did their friends join or not? Do they
know what happened to those who did not?

f. When and how did they join? Specific reasons. What triggered
them to join?

g. What was their career as a soldier? Which party to the conflict
did they join? How long did they serve? What (if not too reveal-
ing) is/was their rank? Are they now demobilized?

h. What did they like about being a soldier? What did they dislike
about being a soldier?

i. Why and how did they stop being a soldier/combatant? (Or if still
enrolled why had they decided not to stop?)

j. What is their present situation? What do they like/dislike about
no longer being a soldier? Would anything have made the transi-
tion easier? Would they have any advice for young persons cur-
rently contemplating enlisting?

k. How do they see their future? (This is not the data we are con-
centrating on, so it should be kept brief. It is mainly to bring the
interview to a close and the participant back to the future with
his/her (maybe painful) thoughts.)

The first interview should cover all topics. Then the researcher
should listen to the tapes and come back for a second interview on spe-
cific topics that need deepening. Employ the same procedure for the
third interview. You must undertake in-depth interviews.

D. Outputs and Reporting

The outputs from each case study researcher will be:

Output 1. Tapes. Interviews will be taped (unless the respondent does
not permit this); anonymity will be assured (e.g., names will not be
recorded and will not be used to label the tapes).

Output 2. Transcripts. The full text of the interviews must be tran-
scribed onto a diskette. If interviews are taken in the local language, the
local language should be transcribed and then translated into English.
An “Affirmation of Informed Consent” form should be “signed” by
each interviewee.
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Output 3. Photographs. Interviewers are encouraged to take or collect
photographs. However, no picture should be taken or provided by the
interviewee as this might threaten his/her security; furthermore, this
might not be acceptable in the cultural setting. Other organizations in
the country can be contacted for appropriate photographs. The United
Nations connection of the project should be explained in this case.

It would be highly appreciated if the interviewee was willing to do
one or two drawings illustrating why they joined, and which might also
provide a focus for a subsequent interview.

(Be prepared to provide them with paper and crayons).

Output 4. Reports. In order to better analyze and place the interviews,
the researcher is asked to provide:

• A two/three-page background paper on the context of the inter-
view. In this you can express your own feelings and impressions
of the interview, the setting, the cultural context, if you think the
person was free to talk, how honest he or she was, and if this was
a unique case or that there are many children like him or her.

• A one/two-page description of the national situation and the local
situation (social, cultural, economic, religious, security, etc.) in
relation to that child.

A complete package of outputs, that is, tape, transcript, “Affirmation
of Informed Consent” form, translation (if necessary), context report,
background analyses, and, if obtained, illustrative materials (photographs
and/or sketches) should be submitted for each interviewee. Text outputs
(i.e., all except tapes and illustrative materials) should be submitted first
by e-mail, followed by diskettes accompanied by hard copy.

The researcher responsible for each case study will also have sub-
mitted separately the following signed forms (as well as retaining a
copy for reference):

• Interviewer actions and responsibilities signed by him/herself
• Ethical guidelines for researchers signed separately by all persons

having access to any of the interview material

Researcher Actions and Responsibilities

At all times, the safety and security of the interviewee and others in-
volved in this project is more important than the data.
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As a researcher for the Voices of Young Soldiers Project, my signa-
ture on this document confirms my acceptance of the following actions
and responsibilities.

I attach a signed copy of the Ethical Guidelines for Researchers,
which I have read and carefully noted and which I agree to abide by.

[Contractual details omitted]

1. Identify and interview between five and seven current or former
soldiers/combatants between the ages of 10 and 20 years who
were recruited under the age of 18 and have not been out of the
armed force or group for more than two years.

2. Conduct interviews only when assured that the interviewee
understands the entire process outlined in the Interviewee In-
formed Consent Form and has signed the form (the use of an
alias is acceptable).

3. Arrange times, places, and length of meetings keeping safety,
confidentiality, privacy, and convenience in mind. Follow the
in-depth interview method as outlined in the “Research Guide.”

4. Subject to the consent of the interviewee, make a tape recording
of the interview, and transcribe it, omitting only identifying
names.

5. Take notes in addition to recording.
6. If the interviewee is not prepared to allow the interviews to be

recorded, use notes to make as complete and accurate a written
transcript of the interview as is possible but omitting identifying
names.

7. Transcribe (and if necessary translate) the interview verbatim
without making changes in the words, but append clarifications
and explanations of cultural context where necessary, in dia-
logue, where relevant, with the local assistant.

8. Erase from the tapes any accidental naming of any interviewee
or contact person or other direct means of identifying the inter-
viewee (e.g., precise date of birth, full name of relative) but
otherwise do not amend the taped record in any way.

9. Submit or read each transcript to the interviewee (preferably at
the beginning of the next interview) for any suggested amend-
ments or clarifications.

10. In accordance with the “Ethical Guidelines for Researchers,”
treat the identity of interviewees and contacts and all the mate-
rial revealed in the interviews in the strictest confidence; do not
grant anyone access to this information unless this is essential,
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e.g., for purposes of translation, and then only with the advance
consent of the project management and after obtaining that
person’s signature on a copy of the “Ethical Guidelines for
Researchers.”

[Technical instructions for submission of materials and form for
signature omitted]

Ethical Guidelines for Researchers

I [name] agree as a Researcher in the Voices of Young Soldiers Research
Project to abide by the following guidelines:

1. Follow the process for contacting and interviewing as outlined in
our Terms of Reference and Research Guide.

2. Keep all names and information confidential. Never use any
identifying names in the written and recorded material.

3. Give priority to protecting the safety, security, and privacy of the
interviewee at all times.

4. Read through the “Informed Consent” form with each inter-
viewee, satisfy myself that it is understood, and obtain the sig-
nature (alias acceptable) of the interviewee prior to any interview
taking place.

5. Remain sensitive to the interviewee and stop the interviewing if
this appears necessary or is requested by the interviewee.

6. Not to raise expectations or make promises that cannot be ful-
filled.

7. Honor all commitments made to the interviewee as outlined in
the “Interviewee Informed Consent” form.

8. Report the data with as much accuracy as possible and honor the
voice, i.e., the story as given by the interviewee, subject only to
changes to preserve confidentiality.

9. Report promptly to the project management any difficulties, prob-
lems, or inadvertent breaches of these guidelines which might
impinge upon the security of anyone involved.

I certify that I have read and understood the above “Ethical Guide-
lines for Researchers” and agree to act in accordance with them. I have
retained a copy for my own reference.

Signature _________________________________  Date ___________
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Affirmation of Informed Consent for Interviewee

[This consent form will be reviewed verbally with the interviewee to be
certain that it is understood. Once understood, the written consent form
is presented for signature. Research interviews may not be conducted
before this has taken place.]

I am ________________________________ and I am working with the
Voices of Young Soldiers Project. I am interested in understanding the
story of your life. What kinds of things you did when you were younger,
where you lived, who you lived with, what you liked to do, who you
enjoyed being with, and other information about your family and com-
munity that you remember and would like to share with me. I would also
like to hear about why and how you became a soldier. I would be inter-
ested in knowing what happened to you when you were a soldier. I am
also interested in hearing about your life as it is now—the way it is today
and how you see the future.

What you and other young people tell us will be used to assist
groups like ours to begin to plan programs that will include what young
people like yourself tell us you need. It would help us to know the kinds
of things that would be most helpful for you to have a better and easier
life. The experiences you have had in your life will help us to under-
stand what we need to do for the young people who have been soldiers.
A report will be written at the end, combining stories of all the young
soldiers we talk to from different countries. All of this information will
help us to know what the young soldiers want and need as they continue
to build their life.

If you give me permission I would like to tape record what you tell
me. I can also just write what you tell me. You can decide if you would
like me to use the tape recorder or write what you tell me. After we
have finished, if you like, you and I can read together the story you
have told me. If you want to make any changes in what I have written
you can tell me when we go over your story.

When I am writing I will not use your name or anyone’s real name.
If we are using the tape recorder, you can use different names for peo-
ple so that the person’s real name will be private and protected.

I will ask you to meet with me at least three different times. Each
time we would meet for about 11/2 hours. We will agree on a time and
place that is comfortable, private, and safe. A second interviewer may
be with me to be sure I am recording your story just the way you are
telling it to me.
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One other thing that is very important for you to know: if you
change your mind, for whatever reason, and decide you do not want to
continue talking with me, we will stop. You should not feel bad about
doing this because everyone has the right to change their mind and
make their own personal decisions. You can make that decision at any-
time, during any of the interviews.

I have reviewed this information and I agree to participate in this
study.

Signature _________________________________  Date ___________

Notes

1. The interviewees from Pakistan and Afghanistan were in both cases
fighting in Afghanistan, and in the case of the United Kingdom—where inter-
viewees came from both mainland Britain and from Northern Ireland—one of
the soldiers from the British Army served in Northern Ireland.

2. Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers 2001.
3. Beirens 2002.
4. The authors are particularly grateful to Dr. Yvonne E. Keairns, chief

researcher on the girl soldiers project, for access to and permission to use these
materials. The results were published under the title of Voices of Girl Child Sol-
diers: Summary Report (Keairns 2002): the title was chosen completely inde-
pendently of the present project.

5. Ragin 1994, pp. 75–76.
6. This paragraph is inspired by the internet article of Paul ten Have,

“Probleemstelling in Kwalitatief Sociologisch Onderzoek”: www2.fmg.uva.nl/
emac/PS.htm.

7. Seidman 1998, p. 112.
8. Ibid., p. 109, citing Tagg 1985.
9. This method was developed by Studs Terkel in Working (1972).

10. The emic perspective in ethnography uses the concepts and categories
that are relevant and meaningful to the culture under analysis.

11. Most of the data for this section comes from Seidman 1998.
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AFGHANISTAN

Population (2003): 24 million (UN)

Secondary school enrollment 2000–2001: No figures available

Percentage of population aged 15–24 who are illiterate:
No figures available

Life expectancy: 43 years (men), 43 years (women) (UN)

Average annual income: No figures available

Capital: Kabul

Afghanistan’s recent history is characterized by war and civil unrest.
The country suffers from enormous poverty, a crumbling infrastructure,
and widespread land mines.

The Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in 1979 but was forced to
withdraw 10 years later by anti-Communist Mojahedin forces supplied
and trained by the United States, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, and others.
The Mojahedin proved incapable of unity following the departure of the
Soviets, however, and violent fighting broke out between rival factions.
The head of state, Najibullah, lost effective control of the country in
1990 and ceased to be president. After a period of major instability and
anarchy, which involved two attacks on Kabul in 1993 and 1994 in
which up to 10,000 persons died on each occasion, the fundamentalist
Islamic Taliban gained total control of the country in 1996.

The Taliban, led by Mullah Omar, succeeded in bringing stability to
Afghanistan. The Taliban made an arrangement with Pakistani authori-
ties, its main supporter during this period, that resulted in commercial
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development being conducted largely through Pakistan and its re-
sources. Life under Taliban rule meant that such things as girls’ schools
and centuries-old historic religous statues and artwork were destroyed.
A series of extreme laws were introduced that banned the possession of
such things as chess sets, televisions, playing cards, neckties, and wigs.
Women, allowed some liberation and education under the Najibullah
regime, were forced to wear burkhas (dark, all-covering clothes). Men
were required to wear full beards. Penalties for breaching these laws
were harsh, and included prison and violent beatings.

The Taliban were ousted by a coalition led by the United States in
November 2001, after refusing to turn over Osama bin Laden and mem-
bers of his Al Qaeda terrorist network. Many Taliban leaders, including
Mullah Omar, fled Afghanistan and are now in hiding. An interim gov-
ernment, with the purpose of rebuilding the country, was established. In
June 2002, Hamid Karzai was elected as the official head of state for
the transitional administration.
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COLOMBIA

Population (2001): 42.8 million, of whom 16.4 million are
under 18 (UNICEF)

Secondary school enrollment 2000–2001: 70 percent (gross)
or 57 percent (net) (UNESCO)

Percentage of population aged 15–24 who are illiterate:
3.1 percent (UNESCO)

Life expectancy: 69 years (men), 75 years (women) (UN)

Average annual income (2001): US$1,890 (World Bank)

Capital: Bogota

Colombia is a country of significant natural resources and a diverse cul-
ture reflecting the indigenous Indian, Spanish, and African origins of its
people. It enjoys a long tradition of elected civilian governments. How-
ever, Colombia has a highly stratified society where the traditionally
rich families of Spanish descent have benefited from the wealth of the
country to a far greater degree than the majority of the population, who
are mostly of mixed race. Colombia has become a byword for drug car-
tels, violence, guerrilla insurgencies, and gross human rights violations.

In the mid-1960s two main guerrilla groups, the Revolutionary Armed
Forces of Colombia (FARC) and National Liberation Army (ELN), were
established. Between 1978 and 1982, the government focused on ending
the limited but persistent insurgencies from these groups. In 1984, Pres-
ident Belisario Betancur negotiated a cease-fire that included the release
of many guerrillas imprisoned during the effort to overpower the insur-
gents. The cease-fire ended when Democratic Alliance/M-19 (AD/M-19)
guerrillas resumed fighting in 1985. An attack on the Palace of Justice in
Bogota by this group followed in November 1985. Although the govern-
ment and the FARC renewed their truce in March 1986, peace with other
revolutionary movements, in particular the AD/M-19, then the largest
insurgent group, and the ELN did not materialize. The AD/M-19 and
several smaller guerrilla groups were successfully incorporated into a
peace process during the late 1980s. The FARC had declared a unilateral
cease-fire under Betancur, which led to the establishment of the Patriotic
Union Party (UP) political organization. After growing violence against
its UP members, the truce with the FARC ended in 1990.

Following administrations have had to contend with the guerrillas,
right-wing paramilitary groups who are sometimes in the pay of drug
traffickers and large landowners and backed by elements in the army
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and the police, and narcotics traffickers. Early initiatives in the Colom-
bian peace process initiated under President Pastrana in 1998 gave rea-
son for some optimism, though the growing severity of countrywide
guerrilla attacks by the FARC and ELN, and smaller movements, as
well as the growth of drug production and the spread of paramilitary
groups, has made it difficult to solve the country’s problems. After more
than three years of talks, President Pastrana suspended the peace process
with the FARC on 21 February 2002. The government and ELN, after
suspending talks in 2001, have resumed discussions aimed at opening a
formal peace process.

While no single explanation fully addresses the deep roots of Co-
lombia’s present-day troubles, they include limited government pres-
ence in large areas of the interior, the expansion of illicit drug cultiva-
tion, endemic violence, and social inequities.
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REPUBLIC OF CONGO (CONGO-BRAZZAVILLE)

Population (2001): 3.1 million of whom 1.6 million are under
18 (UNICEF)

Secondary school enrollment 2000–2001: 42 percent (gross,
no net figures available) (UNESCO)

Percentage of population aged 15–24 who are illiterate:
2.6 percent (UNESCO)

Life expectancy: 47 years (men), 50 years (women) (UN)

Average annual income (2001): US$640 (World Bank)

Capital: Brazzaville

Congo gained its independence from France in 1960. After three rela-
tively peaceful but coup-ridden decades, the country experienced two
destructive bouts of fighting.

In 1993, disputed parliamentary elections led to bloody, ethnically-
based fighting between armed opposition supporters and the government
military. The “Zulu” militia backed Lissouba, the “Ninja” militia sup-
ported Kolélas, and the “Cobras” supported Sassou-Nguesso. Hundreds
were killed and the three militias remained in conflict until January
1995, when a new cross-party alliance under Brigadier General Jacques-
Joachim Yhombi-Opango assumed power. The militias signed a peace
accord in December 1995, although the conditions of the agreement
were never met.

In 1997, despite the efforts of the African Union, the United Nations,
and regional mediators, ethnic and political tensions led to full-scale
civil war. Fighting was centered in Brazzaville, which was split into
three zones occupied by the militias of the three leading players. Five
thousand foreign nationals were evacuated from Brazzaville by the
French army. Seven hundred thousand people fled Brazzaville, spread-
ing throughout the country and to the Democratic Republic of Congo. In
August, President Lissouba appointed Kolélas as prime minister, lead-
ing to gains for the combined militias. In October, Angolan troops
entered Congo to support Sassou-Nguesso. This altered the balance of
power in Sassou-Nguesso’s favor. He proclaimed himself president on
25 October 1997, and Lissouba and Kolélas fled the country.

President Sassou-Nguesso formed a “Government of National
Unity” composed mainly of his supporters. In December 1998, fighting
and looting broke out once again, in the Pool region of Brazzaville. Sas-
sou-Nguesso claimed that it was an attempted coup by militias loyal to
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Lissouba and Kolélas, but there were widespread reports of looting and
killing of civilians by government troops and armed militias. Hundreds
of thousands of civilians were again displaced from Brazzaville. Peace
agreements were signed in November and December 1999 by the gov-
ernment forces and all major rebel militias in Congo-Brazzaville.

More than 630,000 of the 810,000 people displaced by the war have
now returned, and malnutrition and death rates have dropped. The vital
railway line between Brazzaville and Pointe-Noire has reopened and the
security situation is slowly improving. In March 2003, the Ninja rebels
signed a new commitment to peace with the government, and have
begun disarmament and reintegration into wider society.
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DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF CONGO (DRC)

Population (2001): 52.5 million of whom 29 million are under
18 (UNICEF)

Secondary school enrollment 2000–2001: 18 percent (gross)
or 12 percent (net) (UNESCO)

Percentage of population aged 15–24 who are illiterate:
18.3 percent (UNESCO)

Life expectancy: 41 years (men), 43 years (women) (UN)

Average annual income (2001): US$80 (World Bank)

Capital: Kinshasa

The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) gained its independence
from Belgium in 1960. Recently, this vast country with immense eco-
nomic resources has been at the center of what some have called
Africa’s worst war. Human rights organizations estimate that 2.5 million
people have been killed, either as a direct result of fighting or because
of disease and malnutrition, since the conflict began in August 1998.

After the 1994 Rwanda genocide, President Mobutu (leader since
seizing power in 1965) gave sanctuary and support to Hutu refugees,
members of the former Rwandan Government Army (FAR). This exac-
erbated long-standing ethnic tensions with Tutsi inhabitants (Banyamu-
lenge) in the east of the DRC (at the time known as Zaire). In October
1996, the Banyamulenge, led by Laurent Kabila, and other rebel groups
formed the Alliance of Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Congo-
Zaire (AFDL) and rose in revolt. The AFDL made dramatic gains
against the demoralized government army, the Zairian Armed Forces
(FAZ). The rebels entered Kinshasa on 17 May and Kabila declared
himself president. Mobutu fled to Morocco where he subsequently died.

Over the next year, relations between Kabila and his foreign back-
ers deteriorated. In July 1998, Kabila ordered all foreign troops to leave.
Most refused to leave and in August fighting erupted throughout the
country as Rwandan troops in the DRC “mutinied” and fresh Rwandan
and Ugandan troops entered the DRC. Rwandan troops flew to Bas-
Congo with the intention of marching on Kinshasa, ousting Laurent
Kabila, and replacing him with the newly formed Rwandan-backed
rebel group called the Congolese Rally for Democracy (RCD). The
Rwandan campaign was thwarted at the last minute when Angolan,
Zimbabwean, and Namibian troops intervened on behalf of the DRC
government. The Rwandans and the RCD withdrew to eastern DRC,
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where they established de facto control over portions of the region and
continued to fight the Congolese army and its foreign allies. In Febru-
ary 1999, Uganda backed the formation of a rebel group called the
Movement for the Liberation of Congo (MLC), which drew support
from among ex-Mobutuists and ex-FAZ soldiers in Equateur province
(Mobutu’s home province). Together, Uganda and the MLC established
control over the northern third of the DRC. By this stage, the DRC was
effectively divided into three segments, and the parties controlling each
segment had reached military deadlock. In July 1999, a cease-fire was
proposed in Lusaka, Zambia, which all parties signed by the end of
August.

On 16 January 2001, Laurent Kabila was assassinated. His son,
Joseph Kabila, was sworn in as the new president on 26 January. He has
undertaken to implement the Lusaka agreement, open up internal poli-
tics, improve human rights, and liberalize the economy.
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NORTHERN IRELAND

Population: 1.7 million of whom 0.45 million are under 18
(Northern Ireland Statistics website: www.nisra.gov.uk)1

Secondary school enrollment 2000–2001: 89.6 percent (net,
no gross figures available) (Department of Education,
Northern Ireland)

Percentage of population aged 15–24 who are illiterate:
No figures are available

Life expectancy: 75 years (men), 80 years (women) (Northern
Ireland Statistics website: www.nisra.gov.uk)

Average annual income (2000): US$30,700 (Northern Ireland
Statistics and Research Agency)

Capital: Belfast

The origins of the opposition between the cultural and political tradi-
tions of Catholic and Protestant in Northern Ireland can be said to be
found in the early seventeenth century, when Protestants from Britain
were encouraged to settle in Ulster, the northernmost province of Ire-
land, on land previously owned by the indigenous Catholic nobility.
This colonization sowed the seeds of distrust, resentment, and conflict
that were to mark relations for the next three centuries.

By the beginning of the 20th century, while the majority of the
Catholic population in Ireland wished for independence from Britain,
the majority of the Protestants of Ulster were concerned that an inde-
pendent united Ireland would leave them dominated by Catholics. The
partition of Ireland was a compromise between these two positions.
Twenty-six counties formed the almost exclusively Catholic “Irish Free
State” (later the Republic of Ireland), and six made up the predomi-
nantly Protestant “Northern Ireland,” an autonomous region of the
United Kingdom. From 1921 to 1972, Northern Ireland had its own
regional government and parliament based in Belfast. However, since
the political parties were divided along ethnic and religious lines, there
was a permanent Protestant majority in the Northern Ireland parliament
and hence in its government.

The present unrest began in 1968 after the emergence of a civil
rights movement campaigning against discrimination against Catholics
by successive Northern Ireland governments. Attempts to suppress the
movement helped to rejuvenate militant republicanism in the form of
the Provisional Irish Republican Army (IRA). Support for the openly
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violent IRA increased rapidly, while militant Loyalist attacks on Cath-
olic civilians became more frequent. In 1969 the regular army was
deployed in an attempt to restore order. The political structure progres-
sively fragmented and the violence worsened, leading, after a series of
particularly brutal incidents involving the IRA, Loyalist terrorists, and
indeed the British army itself, to the suspension of the Northern Ireland
government and the beginning of direct rule from London in 1972.

Meanwhile, the intercommunal rioting of the late 1960s was gradu-
ally replaced by a more complex and violent conflict. The protagonists
were the British government, represented by its army, locally recruited
regiments, and a militarized police force; Republican paramilitaries,
mainly the IRA, but also smaller violent groups such as the Irish National
Liberation Army (INLA); and Loyalist paramilitaries, the Ulster Defence
Association/Ulster Freedom Fighters (UDA/UDF), and the Ulster Volun-
teer Force (UVF). By the mid-1990s more than 3,500 people had been
killed during what is colloquially known as “the Troubles.”

Between 1972 and 1998, several initiatives were developed by suc-
cessive British governments, increasingly with the involvement of the
Irish Republic, aimed at finding a solution to the conflict and reestab-
lishing a system of government that would be stable and fair to both
communities. The ebb and flow of discussion and negotiation continued
into the 1990s, during which years the U.S. government began to pro-
vide support and pressure for the peace process.

An IRA cease-fire and nearly two years of multiparty negotiations
resulted in the Good Friday Agreement of 10 April 1998. Key elements
of the agreement included devolved government, a commitment of the
parties to work toward “total disarmament of all paramilitary organiza-
tions,” police reform, and enhanced mechanisms to guarantee human
rights and equal opportunity, as well as arrangements to increase and
strengthen relationships between the governments of Northern Ireland
and the Irish Republic. A directly elected assembly and an executive
were established and functioned until October 2002. Loss of trust on
both sides of the community and an increase in violence led to political
paralysis within the assembly and executive. On 14 October, the de-
volved government was suspended once again. Although a number of
institutions established through the Good Friday Agreement continue to
function and the peace process is not dead, by October 2003 negotia-
tions had not succeeded in reestablishing a devolved government.
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SIERRA LEONE

Population (2001): 4.6 million of whom 2.3 million are under
18 (UNICEF)

Secondary school enrollment 2000–2001: 26 percent (gross)
and 26 percent (net) (UNESCO)

Percentage of population aged 15–24 who are illiterate:
Figures not available (UNESCO)

Life expectancy: 33 years (men), 35 years (women) (UN)

Average annual income (2001): US$140 (World Bank)

Capital: Freetown

The West African state of Sierra Leone gained its independence from
the United Kingdom in 1961. In the following 30 years, though rich in
diamonds and nominally a democratic republic, the country rarely expe-
rienced stability as economic mismanagement and corruption margin-
alized the majority who live in the provinces in favor of a Freetown
elite. In 1991, civil war erupted.

Brigadier General Joseph Momoh, president since 1985, had failed
to reverse economic decline. In April 1991, the Revolutionary United
Front (RUF), led by former army corporal Foday Sankoh and supported
by President Charles Taylor of Liberia, invaded Sierra Leone. Momoh
was powerless to deal with the insurgents and was overthrown in a mil-
itary coup in 1992. Captain Valentine Strasser was installed as head of
the National Provincial Ruling Council (NPRC). He promised to rid the
country of corruption and defeat the RUF, but failed. He was, in turn,
overthrown by Captain Julius Maada Bio in early 1996. Under pressure
from civil society, Bio called multiparty elections in February 1996, and
Ahmad Tejan Kabbah of the Sierra Leone People’s Party (SLPP) won
the presidency.

On 25 May 1997, disaffected soldiers staged a military coup and
called on Major Johnny Paul Koroma, in prison on treason charges, to
be their leader. Koroma formed the Armed Forces Revolutionary Coun-
cil (AFRC) and, in an effort to halt the war, invited the RUF to join him.
The military junta failed to attract international support and was re-
moved by the Nigerian-led Economic Community of West African States
Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) and the Sierra Leone Civil Defense
Forces (CDF) from Freetown in February 1998. In March, Kabbah made
a triumphant return to Freetown amid scenes of public rejoicing. How-
ever, in January 1999 rebel groups, mainly from the AFRC/former Sierra
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Leonean army, again attacked and occupied most of Freetown. During
this invasion and occupation, over 5,000 people were killed and most of
the eastern suburbs destroyed. ECOMOG forces eventually forced the
rebels out of the capital and a cease-fire was agreed to in May 1999.
This led to the Lomé Peace Accord signed on 7 July 1999. Ten months
of relative stability ensued. In May 2000, United Nations peacekeeping
forces came under attack in the east of the country from RUF rebels
who also were closing in on the capital. The RUF leader Foday Sankoh
was captured, however, and on 10 November 2000, the government of
Sierra Leone and the RUF signed a cease-fire agreement.

In January 2002 the war was declared over and the United Nations
confirmed that the disarmament of 45,000 fighters was complete. More
than 17,000 foreign troops were engaged in this process and it repre-
sents the biggest United Nations peacekeeping success in Africa for
many years.
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SOUTH AFRICA

Population (2001): 43.8 million of whom 17.6 million are
under 18 (UNICEF)

Secondary school enrollment 2000–2001: 87 percent (gross)
or 57 percent (net) (UNESCO)

Percentage of population aged 15–24 who are illiterate:
8.7 percent (UNESCO)

Life expectancy: 45 years (men), 51 years (women) (UN)

Average annual income (2001): US$2,820 (World Bank)

Capital: Pretoria

Until 1994, South Africa was ruled by a white minority. The all-white
National Party, in power since 1948, passed successive legislation cod-
ifying and enforcing a strict policy of white domination and racial sep-
aration known as apartheid.

In September 1984, serious riots broke out that were violently
repressed by security forces and in July 1985 a state of emergency was
declared. In June 1986, a new state of emergency was declared that
restricted the media. African National Congress (ANC) guerrilla cam-
paigns escalated and young blacks, also known as “Comrades,” began
to kill other blacks suspected of cooperating with the whites or refus-
ing to join their campaign. In January 1989, Prime Minister Botha
resigned after suffering a stroke and was replaced by F. W. de Klerk.

The sporadic popular uprisings in black and colored townships
since 1976 had helped to convince some National Party members of the
need for change. Prime Minister de Klerk began to establish social
reforms. In February 1990, the ANC, Pan-African Congress (PAC), and
South African Communist Party (SACP) were again legalized. Nelson
Mandela was released from prison after 27 years.

In June 1990, violence erupted between the ANC and Inkatha Free-
dom Party (IFP) led by Zulu chief Mangosuthu Buthelezi. In August
1990, the government met with the ANC, who demanded an interim
government as well as a new constitution based on a single vote for
every citizen. In January 1991, the ANC and IFP signed a peace agree-
ment, although clashes between the groups continued. In February
1991, President de Klerk announced major reforms for the new South
Africa; 20,000 demonstrators in Cape Town demanded the abolition of
apartheid laws. In June 1991, the Group Areas Act, Land Acts, and the
Population Registration Act, the last of the so-called “pillars of
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apartheid,” were abolished. A long series of negotiations ensued, result-
ing in a new constitution passed into law in December 1993. The coun-
try’s first nonracial elections were held in April 1994, and Nelson Man-
dela became president in May 1994.
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SRI LANKA

Population (2001): 19 million of whom 6 million are under 18
(UNICEF)

Secondary school enrollment 2000–2001: 72 percent (gross,
no net figures available) (UNESCO)

Percentage of population aged 15–24 who are illiterate:
3.2 percent (UNESCO)

Life expectancy: 70 years (men), 76 years (women) (UN)

Average annual income (2001): US$880 (World Bank)

Capital: Colombo

Since gaining independence from the United Kingdom in 1948, histori-
cal divisions continue to have an impact on Sri Lankan society and pol-
itics. The island has a mainly Hindu/Tamil minority whom, under the
British administration, the majority Buddhist/Sinhalese community
resented for what they saw as favoritism. The growth of a more assertive
Sinhala nationalism after independence fanned the flames of these ethnic
divisions leading, in the early 1980s, to a protracted civil war.

In the 1977 elections, the Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF) won
all the seats in Tamil areas on a platform of separatism. Other groups, par-
ticularly the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), sought an inde-
pendent state by armed struggle. In 1983, the killing of 13 Sinhalese sol-
diers by the LTTE led to rioting and reprisal against Tamils living in the
south. In mid-1987, the Indo-Sri Lankan Peace Accord provided for an
Indian Peacekeeping Force (IPKF) and led to a controversial amendment
of the constitution introducing the provincial council system as an attempt
to devolve power. There was heavy fighting and reports of human rights
violations on both sides. Within weeks, the LTTE declared its intent to
continue its armed struggle for an independent Tamil Eelam and refused
to disarm. From April 1989 to June 1990, the government engaged in
direct communications with the LTTE leadership. India withdrew the last
of its forces from Sri Lanka in May 1990 and fighting between the LTTE
and the government resumed. The LTTE extended their area of control
until they held both the Jaffna peninsula and large areas of the north and
east. The security forces succeeded in winning back most of the east, but
the north remained outside their control.

In July 1995, the Sri Lankan army launched a military operation,
culminating in the fall of Jaffna in December 1995 to government
forces. At the end of January 1996 a bombing campaign, allegedly the
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work of the LTTE, began in Colombo. During 1996, the Sri Lankan
army managed to secure enough of the Jaffna Peninsula to make it pos-
sible for the Tamil civilian population to return to Jaffna town. However
the LTTE reasserted themselves in the eastern province and infiltrated
back into the Jaffna Peninsula. Terrorist attacks continued in the capital
of Colombo. In March 1999, the Sri Lankan army launched two major
offensives in the Vanni and captured over 800 square kilometers of ter-
ritory from the LTTE. Fighting in the north intensified in late 1999 and
the Vanni fell to the LTTE. In April 2000, the LTTE carried out a major
assault leading to the withdrawal of Sri Lankan troops from a major
base, Elephant Pass. With control of Elephant Pass, the LTTE continued
further attacks into the Jaffna Peninsula.

The LTTE announced a cease-fire from 24 December 2000, which
they extended until 24 April 2001, and fighting was limited during this
time. However, July 2001 saw a major attack within the immediate
vicinity of the Colombo International Airport, which dramatically
affected the Sri Lankan economy. Sporadic fighting then continued until
24 December 2001 when the LTTE announced a new cease-fire, which
the newly elected United National Front (UNF) government recipro-
cated. In February 2002, the government and the LTTE signed a perma-
nent cease-fire agreement paving the way for talks to end the conflict.
The peace initiative is sponsored by Norway.

Note

1. Crown copyright material is reproduced with the permission of the Con-
troller of HMSO.
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They are part of rebel factions, national armies, paramilitaries, and other
armed groups and entrenched in some of the most violent conflicts
around the globe. They are in some ways still children—yet, from Af-
ghanistan to Sierra Leone to Northern Ireland, you can find them among
the fighters. Why? 

Young Soldiers explores the reasons that adolescents who are neither
physically forced nor abducted choose to join armed groups. Drawing on
in-depth interviews with the soldiers themselves, the authors challenge
conventional wisdom to offer a thought-provoking account of the role
that war, poverty, education, politics, identity, family, and friends all play
in driving these young men and women to join military life. They also
address the important issues of demobilization and the reintegration
process. 

International in scope, covering a variety of situations in
Afghanistan, Colombia, Congo-Brazzaville, Democratic Republic of
Congo, Pakistan, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Sri Lanka, and the United
Kingdom, Young Soldiers concludes with a discussion of the steps need-
ed to create an environment in which adolescents are no longer “forced”
to volunteer. 

Rachel Brett is representative for human rights and refugees at the
Quaker United Nations Office in Geneva. She is also a fellow of the
Human Rights Centre at Essex University. Irma Specht is an anthro-
pologist and director of the consultancy firm Transition International.
She was for many years responsible for International Labour
Organization program development, research, and policy issues concern-
ing the reintegration of excombatants.
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“I want to advise people who want to be rebel fighters,
young soldiers, that they should learn from what we have

gone through, which is too sad an experience.Those
children younger than we are should never again be

involved in such a life anymore. . . .What I have seen
and undergone is not for a child to experience.”

—Arthur, young soldier from Sierra Leone
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