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Advanced General Assembly – Child Soldiers
Solider Soldier. Kill Kill Kill. That is how you live. That is how you die. This is a young child’s song as he strolls along through the neighborhood, an AK-47 strapped lazily on his arm (31, Iweala). This is the motto that he has come to live by. This is Uzodinma Iweala’s song. Uzodinma Iweala was a child solider in Africa. He is just one of thousands of child soldiers around the world that are forced into a rebel army, or join voluntary. According to UNICEF, a child solider is defined as a child 12 and under who is forced voluntary in wars and conflicts. Author Graca Machel defines a child solider as any child that is age 18 and under, who is forcibly or voluntarily recruited or used in hostilities by armed forces, paramilitaries, civil defense units, or other armed groups (2, Machel). Today, there are currently more than 60,000 children participating in armed conflicts in Africa, South America, and Asia. 40% of armed conflict groups use children. That number is probably incorrect and larger due to the many conflicts around the world that have not been publicized. A reason for growing use of child soldiers is the availability of guns (91, Raymond). The availability of inexpensive small arms like assault rifles, machine guns, pistols, and hand grenades has certainly helped the trend (7, Machel). When a child is “recruited” into an army, they are desensitized through atrocious killings, usually performed by the child themselves. Beatings and mutilations are part of the desensitization. 
Fernando, a former child solider in Mozambique who fought alongside RENAMO, recalls that he had to kill a person put before him, whom he was ordered to shoot. He was rewarded by being named chief of the group (59, Honwana). This was not unusual for many child soldiers. In Columbia, child soldiers would execute their peers for infractions, such as falling asleep on duty. They were then taught how to use weapons, similar to an adult solider, and then taught how to kill. A former child solider in Burundi says, “We spent sleepless nights watching for the enemy. My first role was to carry a torch for grown-up rebels. Later, I was shown how to use hand grenades. Barely within a month or so, I was carrying a AK-47 rifle.” (12, Machel). 
Child soldiers are exposed to extreme torture, rape, mass killings, and slavery. Some methods of torture that children go through when in these armies include: watching and participating in the decapitation of family members, burning whole villages, or being forced to have sex with their parents. If captured while trying to escape, most child soldiers are severely beaten or shot in front of the other child soldiers, as an example to not run away. The LRA ( Lord’s Resistance Army) would capture and mistreat, or execute their escapees to send a message to the children that their greatest chances of survival lay in staying with the LRA (63, Wessells).
Some children join wars or armed combats voluntarily. During times of warfare, if a child’s parents had been killed and they were orphaned, the army was a place of protection for them. They were also granted a sense of family (especially if their family members had been killed), education, training, power, money, and a sense of purpose, all the things that had been denied to them in civilian life (31, Wessells). Carlos, a child solider in Columbia, says that being in the army, you felt like the “tough guy of the neighborhood” (92, Brett). They were fed and given clothes, water, and most importantly, protection, at least from the rebel army that they joined.  Many children in South America entered the army thinking that it was the best for them and their family, and then finding out too late that it was not. Some children joined the army in order to support their families back home. 


Albert, a child solider in Congo, relates that he was “now able to support his family, that’s what made me stay in the army” (95, Brett). Children sometimes joined the army voluntary for many different reasons; one could be for the protection of his family or for himself, for education, money, food, or clothes. Rather though than saying voluntary, it is also that these children were joining because of social and economic pressures, or merely safety issues. They were not joining simply for “the fun of it.”

Children were recruited or captured into the army, because they are a valuable asset to the army.  A child will think less about consequences, and will act more rashly than adults. Being small and nimble, they cause confusion and hesitation for the enemy. They are cheaper and easier to train, and once desensitized, will be quicker to follow orders to kill (169, Raymond). They are brainwashed easily, and can run and retrieve weapons from fallen soldiers. 


Girls were abducted by rebels and armies by the thousands. Not only were they used as sex slaves to the soldiers, but they were also in charge of cooking, cleaning after the soldiers, and sometimes were used on the battlefield.  Many served as guards, messengers, and spies for the soldiers as well. Anita, a former child solider from Mozambique, describes what happened to her, “The solider who raped me said I was his wife, and so he kept sleeping with me “(75, Honwana). The after affects of being a child solider were huge and devastating. Children would have nightmares or horrible recollections of their time in the army. They would be emotionally numb and have loss of feeling. There are many rehabilitation centers around the world that are working with former child soldiers to help them become once more a part of society and regain their identities back. There are also many non-governmental organizations that are working with army commanders and recruiters to educate them of the rights of children and the responsibility of the army under international law (167, Raymond). One such group is Save the Children, which lobbies on the policy level with the United Nations as well as case by case basis for children. 

It is important to remember that whether these children were abducted or joined the army of their own accord that the use of child soldiers is an abuse of human rights laws. Humans, especially children, should not be exposed to such disgusting torture and abuse in any way, shape, or form. Child soldiers do not have the social equality and responsibility that a government has toward its citizens that human rights laws promote. We as humans, should work together to stop this atrocious act toward children. 
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