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“Violence is a slippery concept -- nonlinear, productive, destructive, and reproductive. ... Violence can never be understood solely in terms of its physicality -- force, assault, or the infliction of pain -- alone. Violence also includes assaults on the personhood, dignity, sense of worth or value of the victim.  The social and cultural dimensions of violence are what gives violence its power and meaning” (Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois 2004: 1)
This paper explores the issue of the use of child soldiers as a technique of violence in civil war.  To answer the question, why do factions use or abstain from using child soldiers,
 we need to start from the cultural construction of childhood. When we in the West think about child soldiers, we tend to do so with our Western notions of what childhood is and should be. We think we know what “child” means and we think we know what “soldier” means, but these words mean something different than our expectations in the context of various conflicts around the world.  Our sense that child soldiering is worse than adult soldiering comes from our beliefs about childhood, beliefs built on a modern ideology that sees children as innocent and separates childhood as a special time.

As many others have pointed out, we need anthropological methods to get at the historical and cultural underpinnings of the reasons to use or abstain from using child soldiers (Boyden 2001; Kostelny and Wessells 2000; Legrand 1999; Peters 2000; Peters, Richards, and Vlassenroot 2003; Newman 2004).  Pederson et al., in a review of the literature on children and armed conflict, conclude that “Qualitative data production should shift away from routine use of techniques derived from rapid or participatory appraisal techniques into analysis more informed by anthropological and social psychological insights on social praxis and child psychology” (2001: 16). 

To answer these kinds of questions, anthropological methods are required.  That is, it is important to consider one location in depth before making generalizations about broader patterns.  Therefore, in this paper I focus on only one country, Sierra Leone.  The essential question for me is:  how does child soldiering make “sense” in Sierra Leone.

I do not claim that the phenomenon of child soldiering is completely explained by the cultural practices surrounding youth in Sierra Leone, nor is this an attempt to make reasonable the participation of children in war.  Instead it is an effort to understand historical continuities and cultural practices and meanings surrounding children and youth that make the participation of children in conflict somehow legible.  In this paper I describe how various practices surrounding youth contributed to the recruitment of children and youth into the fighting forces, and also determined, in part, their participation in the war.

This paper is based on ethnographic research for my Ph.D. dissertation between 1999 and 2001.
 I started my fieldwork in Interim Care Centers for former child soldiers and other separated children.  I then spent time in communities around the country that were struggling to reintegrate populations of former child soldiers from different fighting factions.  In addition to participant observation, I interviewed former child soldiers, NGO workers, teachers, and families about their experiences during the war and about their plans for the future.

First, I briefly review the literature on the reasons for child soldiering and give a cursory background to the conflict in Sierra Leone. After that, I look further into four aspects of youth widely studied in West Africa—child labor, child fosterage, apprenticeship, and secret society initiation—and show how in Sierra Leone they were continuous with the recruitment and participation of children in the fighting forces.  These continuities are based on my own analysis and are apparent to me as an outsider, yet to most Sierra Leoneans they are too taken-for-granted to be cited as explanations.  So, next, I explore how Sierra Leoneans themselves explain the phenomenon of child soldiering through arguments about economic, political, and social breakdown.  I look at the history of the participation of groups of young men in political violence of various sorts over the years, a history that gives Sierra Leoneans a ready language for talking about groups of “troublesome” young men.  I also touch on Sierra Leonean notions of the nature of youth as inherently easily controllable, and yet liminal and dangerous.  Finally in this paper, I point to what Sierra Leoneans found horrifying about child soldiers.  Their specific distress can only be understood through their own notions of youth, and has to do with the inversion of age hierarchies, the breakdown of extended family ties, the effects of improper training and initiation, and the future of the nation.  I end with a discussion of why fighting factions might abstain from using child soldiers.

Why Use Child Soldiers?  A Review of the Literature

There are many, mainly NGO-sponsored, studies of child soldiers (Cohn and Goodwin-Gill 1994; Legrand 1997, 1999; de Berry 2001; Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers 2002; Bennett, Gamba, and Merwe 2000).
  Child soldier studies almost always begin from a human rights framework, and focus mainly on estimating the numbers involved, recounting individual horror stories, describing the legal instruments against the use of child soldiers, and evaluating reintegration programming.
  At this point, much more is known about rehabilitation and reintegration of child soldiers than about why child soldiers are used by insurgent movements or governments in the first place.

To the extent that they do talk about reasons for use, common explanations fall into the following categories:

1.  Demographic

It has been suggested that large youth cohorts, so-called “youth bulges,” make countries more unstable in general, and thus more susceptible to armed conflict (Urdal 2004).
  There is also a simple argument of supply, in countries where fifty percent or more of the population is under eighteen, there is a ready supply of children for recruitment.  

2.  The changing nature of warfare.

Various scholars have noted the changing nature of modern warfare, in which wars are fought less and less by regular armies and in which civilians are more and more the targets of violence.  Children are caught in the middle of both these trends.  In addition, as put by the Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers,  “The widespread availability of modern lightweight weapons enables children to become efficient killers in combat.”
  

3.  Poverty. 

There is also a sense that many children involved in warfare have no other options, as this selection of excerpts from several child soldier-focused NGO websites makes clear:

“While some children are recruited forcibly, others are driven into armed forces by poverty, alienation and discrimination.  Many children join armed groups because of their own experience of abuse at the hands of state authorities.”
  

“Others join armed groups out of desperation.  As Society breaks down during conflict, leaving children no access to school, driving them from their homes, or separating them from family members, many children perceive armed groups as their best chance for survival.  Others seek escape from poverty or join military forces to avenge family members who have been killed.” 
 

“The overwhelming majority of child soldiers come from the following groups:  children separated from their families or with disrupted family backgrounds (e.g. orphans, unaccompanied children, children from single parent families, or from families headed by children.); economically and socially deprived children (the poor, both rural and urban, and those without access to education, vocational training, or a reasonable standard of living); other marginalized groups (e.g. street children, certain minorities, refugee and the internally displaced); children from the conflict zones themselves.”

4.  Characteristics of “the” child.

Finally, there are arguments put forth regarding the characteristics of the child:  in particular that children are easily intimidated and easily indoctrinated.  

“Physically vulnerable and easily intimidated, children typically make obedient soldiers.”
  “Both governments and armed groups use children because they are easier to condition into fearless killing and unthinking obedience; sometimes, children are supplied drugs and alcohol.”

There is an element of truth in all of these explanations, what has come to be the conventional wisdom on child soldiers.  However, the conventional wisdom is not without problems and ideological biases.  The demographic argument begs the question, why then has war not taken place in locations with similar youth bulges?  The small arms argument is countered by the reality that in Sierra Leone, for example, most of the violence was carried out not with guns but with everyday tools like machetes and fire.  With respect to the poverty argument, it is clear that it is not only street kids who join fighting forces.  Indeed sometimes it is family ties that lead a child to war.  The idea that children living in desperate situations will turn to violence takes away the agency of children.  The Sierra Leonean scholar Yusuf Bangura, in his retort to Paul Richards, asked why the majority of youth, including those in desperately poor situations, did not join the military or rebel movements (Bangura 1997).  Finally, understandings of “the” child do not necessarily match understandings of the nature of childhood in the local context (i.e. children in some contexts may not be seen to be innocent or weak).

Background to the Sierra Leone Conflict

Before I continue, a brief introduction to the civil conflict in Sierra Leone is in order.  Sierra Leone, a former British colony, is a small country on the West Coast of Africa with great diamond wealth and a post-independence history of political corruption. The civil war in Sierra Leone (1991-2002) is familiar to Western observers for the media portrayals of terror tactics carried out by combatants against a powerless populace.  The main fighting factions have been the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) rebels, the Sierra Leone Army portions of which at one point joined the rebels in overthrowing an elected government, the locally organized Civil Defense Force (CDF) militias—often known as Kamajohs
—growing out of traditional hunting secret societies, and the international peacekeepers first of the regional West African coalition and then of the United Nations. The course of the war was confusing, with coups and counter-coups and shifting alliances.  In addition to murder, rape, and looting; amputations by machete were carried out by youth recruited for just such acts.  By the end of the conflict, a full 75 percent of the Sierra Leone population reported being displaced at least once during the war (Abdalla, Hussein, and Shepler 2002).  Today, according to the most recent Human Development Report by the United National Development Program, Sierra Leone is the country with the lowest quality of life in the world (UNDP 2004: 142).

The conflict in Sierra Leone, one of many seemingly similar conflicts in the region, is a battle over resources within the context of a post-colonial “weak state” (Reno 1997a, 1997b).  Some have pointed to the international trade in diamonds and weapons as the most important element to understanding the war (Smillie, Gberie, and Hazleton 2000).  However, the underlying issues are both local and international in character.  In terms of local factors, many observers have understood the war in Sierra Leone as a crisis of youth, arguing that it was a lack of opportunities for education or any kind of future that made legions of disaffected youth ripe for recruitment (Richards 1995, 1996; Abdullah et al. 1997; O’Brien 1996).  

Now that the decade long civil war in Sierra Leone has come to an end, some forty international and local non-governmental organizations are working there to detraumatize and reintegrate an estimated 7000 former child combatants (DeBurca 2000; Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers 2002).
 Even now, accurate numbers of children who have gone through formal demobilization are hard to come by.  In 2000, the UN reported that approximately 1700 underage recruits had entered disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration programs.  Some of those went back to the fighting forces during the events of May 2001.  At the end of October 2001, UNAMSIL reported the disarmament of 3,340 child soldiers since May 2001 (Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers 2002: 83).  Also, some of those who left the ranks of the RUF were later re-recruited into the CDF.  Moreover, although many girls were abducted to serve as fighters, sex slaves, and “wives” to commanders or camp followers, they make up only 8% of the total number of children released and demobilized since 1999 (UNICEF 2002). Clearly, it is difficult to get an accurate number of children involved in fighting, or an accurate number of children demobilized.

For the rest of this paper, I will focus exclusively on the use of child soldiers in the conflict in Sierra Leone.

The Social and Cultural Context of Child Soldiering in Sierra Leone

I claim that, for a number of reasons, Sierra Leoneans understand child soldiering quite differently than Westerners do.  In this section I address how and why child soldiers are understandable in the Sierra Leone context. There are continuities that render the “child soldier” intelligible in the Sierra Leone vernacular, continuities of practice and discourse. I will focus primarily on the situation of boys, since girls face a much different set of cultural expectations.

What is “youth” in Sierra Leone?  Some definitional issues.
One of the main tenets of the burgeoning field of “youth studies” is that the definition of youth varies from culture to culture, and furthermore that youth is a category made in relations (Stephens 1995; James and Prout 1997; Boyden 1997; Malkki and Martin 2003). The question then becomes:  Given the constructed nature of youth generally, how is youth constructed in Sierra Leone? My goal is not to come up with one definition of “youth” in Sierra Leone.  Rather, the goal is to show some of the complexities of the category, and to show that it is a category with a great deal of explanatory power for Sierra Leoneans themselves.

A youth is someone who is no longer a child,
 but not yet a “big man” or “big woman.”  It is nearly impossible to assign exact age ranges to these terms due to the multiplicity of possible trajectories in Sierra Leone, varying by gender, region, ethnic group, class, and other considerations. The Sierra Leone National Youth Policy, recently unveiled, defines “youth” as anyone from 15 to 35 (Government of Sierra Leone 2003).
  The key point is that the determination of who is a youth is not based simply on age; as elsewhere in West Africa, the transition from child to youth involves certain relations and activities.  Some activities are fairly universal, for example almost everyone goes through initiation into the secret societies that serves as a formal marker between childhood and adulthood.  Yet given that, there are a range of different trajectories from childhood and adulthood.

In the following section, I work through four important aspects of youth in the Sierra Leone case:  child labor, fosterage, apprenticeship, and secret society. I will explore each aspect as a set of practices and relations and then, for each aspect, I will discuss how ongoing practices of youth were continuous with the recruitment and participation of children in fighting forces.

1.  Child Labor

Children work in Sierra Leone.  When the economy was more agriculturally based, men who could afford it would have large families in order to have a large workforce.  This meant marrying several wives, bearing as many children as possible, and including members of the extended family and even outsiders as part of the household.  Some of this still remains today:  certainly, polygamy is still practiced in Sierra Leone, there is still a cultural bias towards having a large number of children, and the pattern of housing members of extended family and others is deeply embedded in the culture.

Child labor almost defines childhood in Sierra Leone.  A child who does not work is a bad child.  A child might have to sweep the house and compound, get water for the household’s morning baths, find wood in the forest and bring it home, maybe go to school, if not school, then work on the farm or garden or help the adults with whatever work they are doing.  Children are responsible for driving birds from the fields.  He or she might have responsibility for caring for a younger child.  He or she might be sent on errands.  He or she would have to do laundry (by pounding clothes against stones at the river).  Children are often the sellers of small items; they wander around with head pans full of onions, bananas, or other produce on their heads.  Boys wander around at nightfall with a gallon of kerosene and a funnel selling it to fill up lamps.  Young boys might walk many miles to get five gallons of palm wine to bring back to sell. The child of a fisherman might have the task of caring for the nets.  An urban child would have a slightly different set of tasks, but would still be required to work. 

Child Labor and Recruitment and Participation

It did not seem unusual to Sierra Leoneans that child labor would be essential to fighting forces.  Importantly, there are certain types of work that are primarily children’s work.  The rebels needed someone to fetch water, they needed someone to do their laundry.  If we think of a traveling band of rebels as a small community, they would need children to allow the community to function.  But this is not just the case with rebels.  Even the government army needed children to function.  

The majority of the population of “child soldiers” were children who did average daily tasks:  fetched water, cooked, cleaned, carried things on their heads.  And even those children who did more soldierly things—shooting guns, chopping hands—were doing it within a system in which it made sense for children to be part of adult activity.  

The work of spying was often done by children.  Children move around in the process of selling.  Children selling can move around almost anywhere, they can pass through public and private spaces, they are hardly noticed.  Also, there were a lot of children manning checkpoints.  This fits into the pattern of child labor as well.  The adults might have been inside a baffa, drinking palm wine or smoking marijuana, and they would send the young boy to deal with the passing vehicles.  Even now, at government checkpoints, it is the young driver’s apprentice who most often comes down from the back of a vehicle to pay the ubiquitous bribe to pass.  

Thus, within a vernacular in which the labor of children expected and even required, the use of children as workers in the pursuit of war is not surprising.
  In interviews with former child soldiers about their time “in the bush” this kind of labor was so unremarkable as to be not worth talking about.  Furthermore, when I was interviewing them, safely after their participation in the fighting forces, they were all still routinely doing such labor, even those under the care of child protection agencies.

2.  Fosterage

Fostering can be defined as any time a child’s primary caregiver is other than the biological parents.  The practice of fostering is quite common and is written about extensively in the anthropological literature on family structure in West Africa (see Schildkrout 1973; Goody 1982; Bledsoe 1990, 1990, 1993). Fostering is an umbrella term for a number of different types of relationships.  Traditionally, fostering is an exchange; it is not simply a family taking in a child because the child is in need of care.  The other key point is that fostering is not something that happens only in periods of turmoil, it is an ongoing system.
 

Fostering is done for a number of reasons.  According to the circumstance, a child may be perceived as an asset or a burden: an asset who can work and provide for the home but a burden that costs money for school fees, clothing and food.  Fostering relationships within an extended family might not even be considered fostering, but it is an important place to start, because it is the model for other types of fostering relationships.  Among family members, fostering is done to cement family bonds and create alliances. In addition, fostering can spread out the burden of child raising across the family.  If a family member is childless, he or she may need a child for household labor and in return will bear the cost of raising a fostered child.  In addition, there is a belief that children raised by their own parents are in some way weaker than those fostered and those fostered are somehow tougher or more socially adept. 

A child may also be fostered to a family member who can help with that child’s schooling.  If a child of secondary school age lives in a town without a secondary school, he or she may be sent to a relative in a larger town.  Although it is normally assumed that parents will be responsible for the cost of formal education, if they cannot afford it, they will sometimes pass on the burden of school fees to a more successful family member.  That family member will then expect some minimal labor around the house, but more importantly will expect that when the child grows up and gets a job, he or she will in turn support other children of the family in need of help.  Paying school fees for someone is a kind of cross generational exchange (Bledsoe 1990). As Danny Hoffman put it at the 2003 African Studies Association meetings, in Sierra Leone, children are the unfinished products of social networks.

Fosterage and Recruitment and Participation

The language of fostering was sometimes used in RUF abduction.  Pa Kamara of Rogbom
 had two children abducted. In both cases, the rebel who took the child, “asked” for the child. Pa Kamara said at one point the rebels were threatening to cut his hand.  They had his hand on the block and the machete in the air.  His children were crying and begging for them not to cut their father’s hand.  That is when one of the rebels saw the ten-year-old boy and said he wanted him. Abductions often took place under this rubric.  Of course, the parents or guardians were forced, the rebels had guns after all, but it is interesting that the individual rebel had to go through the motions of “asking” for the child, holding up the cultural forms of fosterage arrangements.
  

Then, once away from home, there was a certain ease of making pseudo-family arrangements that grows out of the practice of fostering.  When children talk about their time in the bush, they frequently talk about a commander as a sort of father figure.  The commanders’ “wives” would boss the boys around as would wives in a fostering relationship. In fostering, the bonds between child and carer are not easily broken and are long lived.  For example, a rebel commander and an abducted youth may feel that there are certain bonds that exist between them even after demobilization, because their relationship can be understood as a type of fostering.  

It was unusual, but occasionally families would go to the RUF directly to negotiate for the return of their abducted children.  They could draw on the rules of fostering to get children back saying, “you didn’t pay the price for this girl.” Sometimes they could pay the abductors to take the children back.  From the Western standpoint, it could be understood as a ransom for a hostage, but in a system where children are routinely exchanged and money sometimes changes hands for their care, these negotiations take place within an already existing system of exchangeable children. 

Another important item having to do with fosterage is that we in the West think that children should live with their nuclear family, and they often do.  So, part of the trauma of child soldiers from our perspective is the experience of being taken away from the mother and father.  That trauma does not exist as such in Sierra Leone (or isn’t understood to be traumatic) since so many children are sent to live in families without their mother or father.  In fact, living away from one’s mother or father can be seen as good for a child, strengthening him or her through emotional hardship but also bringing him or her closer to members of the extended family.  Family is extremely important, but nuclear family is not. 

3.  Education
Education is a powerful component of youth in Sierra Leone, and has been, since at least colonial times, a site of political struggles over futures (Shepler 1998; Bledsoe 1992).  Even though jobs for the educated are quite scarce, there is still an astounding demand for schooling in Sierra Leone.  Aside from formal schooling, apprenticeship is a vital institution for the training of young people into adulthood and often involves fosterage to a master.  Scholars of rural West Africa have noted that elders seeking to solidify control over youth try to place tight controls on information they construe as valuable, and protect it through rituals and powerful associations based on secrecy (Bledsoe 1992: 190). In particular there is in Sierra Leone a notion of knowledge (and especially secret knowledge) as power, and gaining that knowledge is seen not simply as filling an empty vessel, but as a powerful transformative experience — not just acquiring knowledge but forging a new identity.

Education and Recruitment and Participation

The idea that there is a continuity between the educational aspirations before the war and RUF recruitment is not my own.  In fact, that is one of the central arguments of Richards’ Fighting for the Rainforest (1996).  According to Richards:  

In a patrimonial polity, where clientelism is a major means through which intergenerational transfers of knowledge and assets are achieved, young people are always on the look out for new sources of patronage.  Where they joined the rebels with any degree of enthusiasm it was to see training.  The arts of war are better than no arts at all.  The army was simply seen as a new form of schooling.  Where recruits were gathered together for training in the field, in advance positions, the commander in question would take young volunteers as personal ‘apprentices,’ rather than as formal recruits (Richards 1996: 24). 

He continues,

For many seized youngsters in the diamond districts functional schooling had broken down long before the RUF arrived.  The rebellion was a chance to resume their education.  Captives report being schooled in RUF camps, using fragments and scraps of revolutionary texts for books, and receiving a good basic training in the arts of bush warfare.  Many captive children adapt quickly, and exult in new-found skills, and the chance, perhaps for the first time in their lives, to show what they can do.  Stood down boy soldiers in Liberia have spoken longingly of their guns not as weapons of destruction but as being the first piece of modern kit they have ever known how to handle (Richards 1996: 29).

Another piece of this argument, which Richards doesn’t discuss, is that RUF commanders may have wanted a large set of apprentices to enhance their own standing.  Some of the former RUF children I interviewed told me that one of their duties was to serve as “bodyguards,” or a kind of entourage.  In any activity, the more apprentices you have, the more important you are. “Rebel sehf lehk foh bluff” (even rebels like to show off), they told me.

However, not just the RUF drew on pre-existing models of training. The Sierra Leone Army (SLA) also recruited large numbers of young men in a similar sort of patronage move.  This grew out of apprenticeship models as well.  A man serving in the army might want to include his son in his daily activities.  Given the nature of learning in apprenticeship, it makes sense that young men would be involved as “legitimate peripheral participants” (Lave and Wenger 1991).  It might mean cooking or cleaning for army men, or sometimes carrying weapons or other equipment.  Still, these duties involved young boys in army life.
  When the RUF and some elements of the SLA merged into the AFRC, some of the army camp followers became indistinguishable from rebel boys, and carried out some of the same atrocities.  

The CDF is another important example of apprenticeship models leading to child participation in war.  Kamajohs, Tamaboros, and Gbethis took in and initiated large numbers of young boys and gave them training and status. As Richards himself explains it: “Would-be applicants received military training only after initiation as a kamajoi (Mende ‘expert hunter’, lit. ‘master of marvels’).  Such hunters belong to a craft association or guild (Muana 1997).  Initiation requires money, or a sponsor to cover the costs.  This—it hardly needs pointing out—is rather different from joining an army through the usual routes (volunteering or through conscription).  To enroll through initiation into a guild is conducive more to a notion of fighting war as a craft.  Warriors tend to see themselves as craftsmen specialists, jealously guarding their individual rights and privileges.  CDF fighters became ‘professionals’ in the sense we might apply that term to a lawyer or doctor in private practice” (Archibald and Richards 2002: 355).
4.  Secret Society

Sierra Leone is well known for its secret societies.
 Secret societies play an important role in the transition from childhood to adulthood.  No one can be fully considered an adult without being initiated, and especially in rural settings, everyone is initiated.

In earlier times, youth would be “in the bush”
 with adults for months to learn skills specific to their sex. Adults were in charge of training youth for several years before they were fully initiated. So secret society initiation can be understood as a kind of educational institution. Initiation into the secret societies ties initiates to a locale.  With the increased mobility of people, including youth, there are still ties to specific locales, but now one of the main functions of secret society initiation is to tie children to the location of their parents and their tribe. Even before the war, the initiation process had undergone tremendous change over earlier times. As more and more children attended formal Western style schools, there was less time for them to be sequestered for initiation training. Now training in the bush is usually a matter of days rather than months. Students may come home from school for their initiation during school holidays.  In urban places, initiation practices have particularly eroded and the mix of ethnic groups has led to a syncretism and crisis over what constitutes authentic traditional practices. The war has further shattered these traditions, while reconfiguring others.

Secret Society and Recruitment and Participation

The CDF recruited child soldiers through secret society connections.  It was the strength of the society and the affiliated elders that brought the members.
   Less obvious, perhaps, are some of the ways RUF abduction was like secret society initiation.
  

First of all, the dramatic script of initiation is that children are taken away from the town (the site of social order) to go live in the bush (the site of powerful forces, both destructive and generative) to be molded into responsible adults.  Similarly, when children were abducted by the RUF, they were taken to “the bush” for a kind of remaking.  In Rogbom, the children who were abducted by the RUF were called (in Krio) “di wan den we den bin kehr go” or “the ones they took away.” That is also sometimes the coded name for initiates who are in the bush. An old man in Rogbom made the comparison explicit when he explained (in Temne) that when the children were taken away “it’s like when the society comes and takes children to be initiated—with no warning and there’s nothing you can do to stop them.”
  Michael Jackson makes a similar point: 

Indeed the RUF leadership sometimes invoked initiation rites in justifying its revolutionary method of preparing young boys in bush camps for the violent, but necessary, cleansing of corrupt towns under such code names as ‘Operation Pay Yourself’ and ‘Operation No Living Thing.’  For many of the kids who went to the bush and joined the RUF, this desire for initiatory rebirth as men of power (purified of the taint of childhood) may have been stronger than their commitment to the RUF cause (Jackson 2004: 159).

When initiates come out of the bush, they have a new relationship to their parents.  There are stories of RUF abductees being forced to kill their parents or other family members to distance them from their former selves as civilians and take on the new identity of RUF soldier.  Again, Michael Jackson noted the same similarity:

The abduction of children by the RUF, and their adoption by rebel leaders—who were regarded as fathers, and called Pappy or Pa—recalls the initiatory seizure of children, whose ties with their parents are symbolically severed so that they can be reborn, in the bush, as men.  This idea that war—like initiation, or play, or an adventure—is a moment out of time, spatially separated from the moral world, may also explain why many combatants anticipate a remorse-free return to civilian life (Jackson 2004: 159).

In addition, when initiates are in the bush, they operate under different rules than in their normal lives.  They are separate from the community, and are fattened up in preparation for the circumcision ordeal by eating great amounts of the richest foods their families can afford.  The RUF boys I met talked about a similar kind of plenty in the RUF bush.  They told me, “We ate meat every day.  Whatever we wanted we took.”  

Finally, secret society initiation includes circumcision.
  Rebel abductees, both children and adults, sometimes had “RUF” or “AFRC” carved onto their chests with razor blades and then had ashes rubbed in the wound to form a scar.  This marking is similar to a circumcision in some ways.  People with the scars told me that it was done to mark them irrevocably as members of the rebel factions.  In practice, it made people afraid to escape captivity, fearing identification and retribution if anyone found the markings on them.

How Sierra Leoneans understand Child soldiers

Most of the continuities I noted above are such common sense as to be unremarkable to most Sierra Leoneans.  Neither they nor I would argue that it was their customs or practices of youth that led to the worst abuses of child soldiers.  How, then, do Sierra Leoneans understand child soldiering?  

In the section that follows, I examine some of Sierra Leoneans’ own ways of explaining the participation of children in war.  First of all, they see child soldiering as part of an ongoing social breakdown, brought on, in part, by post-colonial economic and state breakdown.  Second, they understand “violent youth” as a powerful historical category.  I go into some detail about the history of the participation of youth in political struggles from the pre-colonial period on.  Finally, I investigate some Sierra Leonean ideas about the nature of children—simultaneously malleable and unpredictable—that they often call upon to explain the worst atrocities of child soldiers.

Social and economic breakdown

Probably the number one reason given by Sierra Leoneans for the war is “wi no lehk wisehf” (we don’t like/love ourselves).  This may sound unbelievable, but a public posting on peezeed.com—a web site for Sierra Leoneans in the diaspora—echoes what I heard many times from Sierra Leoneans about what they should do to help rebuild their country:

There is no sane reason as to why Sierra Leone should rank last in the community of nations in terms of human development while we are greatly endowed with such fabulous wealth and human resources. The first step in rebuilding our beloved country is to genuinely LOVE our fellow Sierra Leoneans and by extension our country.  Within and without, we should all help fellow countrymen succeed in whatever ventures they engage in rather than jealous them or even try to bring them down (Saturday, August 2, 2003).
Isn’t this blaming the victim?  Sierra Leone, and the rest of West Africa, has experienced centuries of unequal exchange with the West—from the slave trade, to extractive colonialism, to the policies of the IMF and World Bank—to blame for their position in the world.  There is also the curse of diamonds (Smillie, Gberie, and Hazleton 2000; Le Billon 2003) and the war economies commodities like diamonds make possible (Reno 1997, 1998; Zack-Williams 1999; Nordstrom 2004).  Yet in the simple focus on interpersonal relations lies a critique of the breakdown of a patrimonial political and economic system.  What Sierra Leoneans are really saying when they say “wi no lehk wisehf” is that people in power don’t do enough to help people without power.  In particular, the elders don’t help the youth, with jobs, education,
 or even access to corrupt political systems. The so-called “crisis of youth” is postulated all over Africa, where economic collapse has meant, among other things, that young men are less able to marry so they stay “young” longer.  Consequently “Elders vs. Youth” are the battle lines of political struggle in much of modern day Africa.
  Of course, those political lines are not new in Africa, but they are taking on new cultural forms in the face of globalization and global youth culture.

Numerous scholars, both Sierra Leonean and foreign, have sought to understand the war as a “crisis of youth” (Richards 1996; Bangura 1997; Richards 1995; Abdullah et al. 1997; Fanthorpe 2001).  Paul Richards is perhaps the best-known proponent of this theory.  Richards and his student Krijn Peters conducted interviews with young rank-and-file combatants from three major factions – the RUF, the AFRC, and the Kamajoh militia.  Their analysis shows that in one crucial respect it hardly matters to which faction a combatant belongs; “all tend to share membership in an excluded and educationally-disadvantaged youth underclass.  Young combatants are clear about the specific circumstantial reasons they fight against each other.  But they are even clearer about what they are fighting for — namely, education and jobs” (Richards 1996:  174). I heard the same thing many times from the young people I spent time with. A group of former CDF boys at the Brookfields Hotel gave me a litany of problems of Sierra Leone, mainly, “di big wan den wicked” (the elders are wicked).

Violent youth is a historically significant category

There is a long history of a connection between political violence and youth culture in Sierra Leone.  In particular, there is a well-defined identity, shifting in name and shifting in political alliance, but always present.  This participation has taken different forms in different eras, at times characterized as young people valiantly resisting oppression, and other times as young people working as the dupes of political elites or involved in violence only for self-enrichment.
  There is literature from different disciplines on the pre-colonial, early colonial, late-colonial, early independence, and late independence eras to show that the figure of the young warrior is not new in Sierra Leone.  

Regarding the pre-colonial era, Dorjohn claims that war-chiefs rarely accompanied their forces into battle, but instead would hire warriors of outstanding ability (ankurugba in Temne) to lead their army (Dorjahn 1960).  Howard and Skinner studied the period 1800-1865 in Northwestern Sierra Leone and describe the process of war-leaders recruiting local boys as part of their networks (Howard and Skinner 1984: 8).  Describing pre-colonial settlements in Sierra Leone, Siddle notes that “skillful warriors attracted to them bands of mercenaries from surrounding districts (“war boys”) who became bandits, terrorizing the areas they controlled” (Siddle 1968).  According to Denzer, the occupation of warrior was clearly institutionalized.  Boys were trained specifically for war duties through a system of apprenticeship (Denzer 1971). Kenneth Little, in his exhaustive study of the Mende people, details the changes wrought on Mende society by the encroaching style of warfare starting as early as the sixteenth century. “Within the town lodged the local chieftain and his company of warriors, or ‘war-boys’, who acted as his bodyguard and private army in the even of a dispute with his neighbors” (Little 1967: 29).

In the colonial era, we see youth mobilized in opposition to the institution of paramount chieftancy imposed by the British. Tangri focuses on chiefdom level violence from 1946 to 1956.  Citing the Cox report of 1956,
 he says:  

Bands of ‘youngmen’—persons other than those holding positions of power in their chiefdom—often counted in hundreds, protested against unpopular paramount chiefs, attacking and burning their property, often alleged to have been acquired illegally.  … Moreover, although the disorders involved large numbers of ‘youngmen’, they were not popular rural revolts against the elders.  There was widespread protest against the general mal-administration of those in power, but … the violence was often instigated and guided by elders belonging to opposition ‘ruling’ houses, who sought to have the incumbents ousted from their positions of authority in the chiefdom, and then to supplant them with their own nominees (Tangri 1976: 313).


Tangri further explains that the chiefdom level riots of the mid-fifties were based on, “A symbiotic relationship … between opponents of the local establishment, who wanted to further their own interests, and discontented ‘youngmen,’ who demanded an end to the abuse of power by the ruling elite” (Tangri 1976: 317).


This pattern of recruitment of young men for political violence continued into the independence era.  Nunley, in a description of the urban masquerade societies of Freetown in the seventies, also discusses the political culture at the time.  He notes that the early All Peoples Congress
 organizers recruited young men from The Firestone and Rainbow Ode-lay societies as thugs, used to rig elections and threaten voters (Nunley 1987: 59).

One can conclude that the phenomenon of groups of violent young men in the service of opposition political projects has occurred at least throughout the last two hundred years, and became more intense in moments of political uncertainty (of which there have been many).  This history of groups of young men involved in political violence indicates continuity behind the identity “child soldier.” What is striking in these historical descriptions is the similarity to Kaplanesque descriptions of lawless bands of rebels today (Kaplan 1994). Clearly, there is a continuity in the practice of recruiting disaffected youth into violent political protest, and a tradition of youth violence as an expression of wider political discontent, and when Sierra Leoneans talk about “those rebel boys,” they do so in ways that reflect that continuity. 

Ideas about the nature of youth

We must also look to Sierra Leoneans’ ideas about the nature of youth to see how they explained child soldiering.  Some old Sierra Leonean friends of mine discussed the common wisdom on RUF recruitment of children:  

If an older person went to go join the rebels (perhaps seeing all the loot they were getting) the rebels would feel his chin to see if he had any beard.  If so, they would send him away saying “we no want you Papay” (we don’t want you old man).  The rebels only want young boys and girls because they are more easily controlled.  If you tell them to kill they will.  A big man, “no get da maind de” (isn’t brave enough).  “Pikin no get waif, he no get pikin den.  Rebel den no de frehd dai” (A child doesn’t have a wife, he doesn’t have children.  Rebels can’t be afraid to die).  

On one hand, children are understood to be easily controllable and not afraid of death.  This is not a consideration only for rebels.  I interviewed Obia, the CDF commander in Masakane, at some length about his group’s decision to use child soldiers.  All of the CDF forces had certain laws that couldn’t be broken, or a fighter would lose his magical powers.  Obia told me that the young boys found it easier to keep to the laws of the society.

O:  Then the laws now, the very small boys, if they’re small until about ten or fifteen, he will have understood all the rules.  So, he won’t damage the laws.  A matured person, if you join him today, the law that you give him, he won’t be able to carry that law for long.  That’s why some of our people die at the warfront.  But when he’s fully matured …  we have things that you shouldn’t do.  We have what you should do.  So when they give them those laws, they go behind that [they break the laws secretly].  So when they go to the warfront, they die.  If they had gone along with the law, they wouldn’t have died.  

SS:  So the child is more able to keep the laws.

O:  Yes.  

SS:  More than the big ones.

O:  Yes.

SS:  Why?  

O:  For one, most of the important laws that we have, the things you are not supposed to do at all …  the woman, the woman who you’ve not married, it’s not right for you to follow her.  OK, that’s another problem.  However you wash, that yanaba will still be on you, for forty days.  So it’s not right to do it.  So, a child who doesn’t do it …

SS:  Mmm.

O:  So that’s one point.  We have some foods you’re not supposed to eat.  Like nut oil for example [the cheaper darker oil from inside the palm kernel] you’re not supposed to eat it.  Pumpkin, you’re not supposed to eat it.  So, a small child will be able to control himself, but a big man, he’s not able.  So if you enjoy that meal, if, like, the time when they attack, if you enjoy it today or yesterday, today they attack and they say everyone go there, when you see them follow, they go and stay there [they die].  … So, that’s our problem … But a small child, that law, he’ll be able to do it.  Because for a small boy, even to have a girlfriend is not easy.

On the other hand, children are understood as being capable of inhuman acts.  These ideas are echoed by an old friend of mine in Bo. He repeated the notion that young fighters were more ruthless because they had no wife or children to worry about. He explained further,

“the young ones, ‘na den danger’” (they’re the most dangerous).  In the RUF they performed the worst atrocities.  In the CDF, sometimes the young ones are the most powerful witches.  A lot of the CDF power comes from witch (magic) and sometimes young people are even stronger witches than old people.” 

In particular, in Masakane I heard about child soldiers as young as three, called “bao tchie” in Temne, who were brought into the society precisely because of the strength of their magical powers.  This is a kind of child soldier we do not often think about, and it is these kinds of conditions of childhood (e.g. strength of magical power) that we do not take into account when discussing why factions decide to use children.

I noted in the review of NGO literature that one of the common causes cited for the use of child soldiers is their malleability and weakness.  Sierra Leoneans have a more contradictory theory of childhood that sees children as liminal and unformed, and therefore more capable than adults of inhuman behavior. These theories of the nature of childhood might seem like a contradiction, but as Ferme points out, “Mende representations of childhood are fraught with ambivalence.  Given that power is inscribed within an order of concealment, people who are most manifestly devoid of it, like children, might in fact conceal it in unexpected ways” (Ferme 2001: 197).  She continues, “(I)t is precisely when children are regarded as insignificant—as liminal beings between the world of animality and madness—that they are perceived as most dangerous” (Ferme 2001: 198).  

Although there are continuities, and in some ways child soldiering made sense within the Sierra Leonean vernacular understanding of childhood and youth, this does not mean that Sierra Leoneans weren’t dismayed by the phenomenon.
 

In essence, the activities of children and adult combatants were not that different (though perhaps children performed the worst acts more easily). When Sierra Leoneans talk about the experience of facing child soldiers as the civilian targets of violence, in addition to the horrors they faced, they point to the added impact of facing an inversion of hierarchies.  “The one who did this to me was just a little boy!” or “A abul bohn am”  (I am old enough to be his parent).  The “fityai” or disrespect involved was literally adding insult to injury.

Sierra Leoneans also worry about the long-term impacts of the war on child soldiers, and the idea that as they grow older, those troublesome boys will become troublesome men. This set of children has “bad training,” and may not be salvageable.  This conclusion rests on another assumption about the nature of children, that they must be properly trained in order to mature properly. What is disturbing is not a lost innocence (as in Western discourse) but a separation from family and training, and the idea that the nation faces the loss of a generation.  

Why do fighting factions abstain from using child soldiers in Sierra Leone?

How does an ethnographer find out why groups abstain from using child soldiers? How does one do participant observation regarding a phenomenon that did not happen? First of all, it was fairly rare for commanders not to use children in the fighting.  At the beginning of the conflict, there was little or no conception of the issue of “child soldiers.”  The closest I can come to investigating the phenomenon of abstention at this point is to talk about commanders who demobilized children in their ranks, either during or after the fighting.  In this section, therefore, I am mainly talking about efforts to get fighting forces to stop using child soldiers rather than explaining why they didn’t use them in the first place.

I believe that the main technique stopping factions from using child soldiers is international pressure, either from child soldier issue groups or from International NGOs or UNICEF.  This technique obviously works better with government forces or others who think they might have something to gain from the international community.  The most recent report by the Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers reports that there are no more children involved in the government army (Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers 2003).  Also, the RUF gave up child soldiers at a greater rate when they were participating in the coalition government (Brooks Unpublished Report).  The CDF gave up child soldiers at a greater rate, or at least made public proclamations to that effect, when they started trying to be a national political force instead of a local militia.  

On the ground, there was frequent “sensitization” to the rights of the child.  In the last years of the war, NGO workers reached out to communities, schools, elders, and force commanders with a message of respect for the standards of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), both to convince the forces to give up their child soldiers and to convince communities to accept there erstwhile sons and daughters back into the fold.  

Most successful was the promise of material benefits for registered ex-combatants.  In Masakane, I witnessed a meeting between a child protection worker, Abu, and Obia, the CDF commander I introduced above.  Abu said he had some to acquaint Obia with the child protection NGO’s work in the region, and to ask him to turn over the children so they could get benefits.  (Obia countered that another NGO had already come around asking children to register and promising benefits and nothing had materialized, so he was not sure it was worth going through the whole thing again.)  Obia agreed that it was important to think about the children, but countered that that was exactly what they were doing, providing them with training. Plus, it’s very important that the children learn the work of fighting in case the big ones all die.  They need someone to take their place.   Abu agreed that training is important, but said you could train them at the base without actually involving them in conflict (he also completely defended their right to defend themselves.)  Obia agreed to cooperate.  Then they posed for pictures, Obia surrounded by his child bodyguards in full society dress worn especially for the occasion. 

Even if the child rights knowledge is there, it often cannot counteract perceived necessity.  An excerpt from an interview with Obia shows this:

SS: So, [The Child Protection NGO] says it’s not a good thing for children to fight, to carry a gun, even for a child to know what a gun is.  How do you feel about that?

O:  That’s fine.  Because, what made us do it, we didn’t know any better (di sabi, nain wi no bin get), you understand.  Because, as I told you, we thought that the war wouldn’t end.  So, that’s how the war was, we didn’t know that … even soldiers were fighting against us. They all had gone to the bush.  So that now, where could we look for defense? So that is why we involved most of the children, to let our number be large, because the RUF’s numbers were large.  Because the SLA who we had hoped would defend us, they too had gone to the bush.  So that’s why most of [the children], we joined them [into the CDF].  So, anyone who is seven years and up, we joined them.  So we could have large numbers.

Conclusion

In this paper, I have sought to provide a deeper answer than one usually finds to the question, “why do fighting factions use child soldiers?”  I have touched on social, cultural, and historical factors that help explain the use of child soldiers in Sierra Leone.  This doesn’t change the fact that the war was a horrible experience for almost everyone involved, and Sierra Leoneans will be recovering from the trauma of war for decades to come.  

We were asked to say something about the possibilities for comparative work.  I believe that comparative work, when done poorly, can be dangerous.  We must strive to understand each situation without over-generalizing, or worse, judging with respect to a Western model.  It is by truly understanding local cultural realities that those of us who want to work for a more peaceful world can begin to work together to stop the practices that we all find horrifying. 

To understand childhood in Sierra Leone, one could start with UNICEF data.  It paints a picture of a childhood of deprivation, always in distinction to the “ideal” Western childhood.  Or we could romanticize it in a kind of Rousseau child-as-noble-savage move.  The real challenge is to understand Sierra Leoneans’ as a different model of childhood, which works in its own cultural milieu, without condemning or valorizing.  The theoretical danger is an extreme cultural relativism that approves any “traditional” practice for the sake of its traditional-ness.  This can be just as insidious as a fanatical devotion to a universal definition of childhood that always finds African childhoods wanting. 
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� Following UNICEF’s “Capetown Principles” terminology: “Child soldier” … means any person under 18 years of age who is part of any kind of regular or irregular armed force or armed group in any capacity, including but not limited to cooks, porters, messengers, and those accompanying such groups, other than purely as family members. It includes girls recruited for sexual purposes and forced marriage. It does not, therefore, only refer to a child who is carrying or has carried arms (UNICEF 1997:  1). 


� They also report:  “There are many “qualitative” analyses of child soldiers and children affected by armed conflict. Despite recounting deeply chilling testimonies from children of their experiences, such analyses often, however, consist of commentary on “apt illustrations.” Although these testimonies are useful, they are seldom put into a framework of analysis of the social organization or systems of meaning that they are expressions of. Thus methodologically sound anthropological analyses are very rare (but see Honwana 2001)” (Pederson 2001: 14).


� I was a Peace Corps Volunteer in Sierra Leone for two years before the war (1987-1989), and was therefore familiar with the context and fluent in Krio, the national lingua franca.  I returned to Sierra Leone in October 1999 and was evacuated in May 2000.  I returned again in September 2000 until October 2001. A brief evaluation project took me back to Sierra Leone in January 2002, in time to see the official declaration of peace by the President.  Fieldwork was generously supported by a grant from the Center for African Studies at the University of California, Berkeley.  Dissertation write-up was funded by the American Association of University Women, the Institute on Global Conflict and Cooperation, and the Harry Frank Guggenheim Foundation.


� In addition to these general treatises, in Africa there has been country specific work on child soldiers in Mozambique (Gibbs 1994; Thompson 1999; Honwana 1999; West 2000), Angola (Wessells and Monteiro 2000), Uganda (Ehrenreich 1998), Liberia (David-Toweh 1998; Peters 2000; Utas 2003), and Sierra Leone (de la Soudiere 2002; Shepler 2003; Krech 2003; Shepler 2004).  There is also recent interest in the special problems of girl child soldiers (McKay 1998; Mazurana and McKay 2001; Keairns 2002; McKay and Mazurana 2004).


� They usually all also note that the phenomenon is not new, and that child soldiers existed in the United States and Europe for centuries before the rise of modern childhoods.


� Urdal finds no evidence for the claim made by Samuel P. Huntington that youth bulges above a certain ‘critical level’ make countries especially prone to conflict.  He does provide evidence, however, that the combination of youth bulges and poor economic performance can be explosive.


� Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers website, � HYPERLINK "http://www.childsoldiers.org" ��http://www.child-soldiers.org�, accessed August 1, 2004.


� Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers website, � HYPERLINK "http://www.childsoldiers.org" ��http://www.child-soldiers.org�, accessed August 1, 2004.


� Human Rights Watch website on the issue of child soldiers, � HYPERLINK "http://www.hrw.org/campaigns/crp/index.htm" ��http://www.hrw.org/campaigns/crp/index.htm�, accessed August 1, 2004.


� Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers website, � HYPERLINK "http://www.childsoldiers.org" ��http://www.child-soldiers.org�, accessed August 1, 2004.


� Human Rights Watch website on the issue of child soldiers, � HYPERLINK "http://www.hrw.org/campaigns/crp/index.htm" ��http://www.hrw.org/campaigns/crp/index.htm�, accessed August 1, 2004.


� Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers website, � HYPERLINK "http://www.childsoldiers.org" ��http://www.child-soldiers.org�, accessed August 1, 2004.


� Eventually, there were different groups of “hunters” for different ethnicities, together making up the CDF.  The first were the Tamaboro of the Kuranko ethnic group, then there were the Kamajohs of the Mende, the Donsos of the Limba, and the Kapras (later renamed Gbethis) of the Temne.


� The actual number of children within the ranks of the fighting forces in Sierra Leone is impossible to calculate. For planning purposes, based on approximate numbers submitted by the factions, the National Committee for Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration (NCDDR) estimated there would be 45,000 combatants to disarm. Of these 12 percent or 5400 were forecast to be children. Few now dispute that this percentage is a gross under-estimate (Brooks Unpublished Report). UNICEF Sierra Leone later came up with the estimate of 7000, and the Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers estimates 10,000.  


� Regarding the comparative aspect, much of what I am saying will apply in the Mano River Union States of Liberia and Guinea as well.  The analysis may also be useful in the Great Lakes region (The Democratic Republic of Congo, Rwanda, and Burundi) where Peters, Richards and Vlassenroot point out that the conflict bears many similarities to the West African conflicts with respect to the sub-politics of youth (2003: 13). The point is to start from the bottom up, rather than making grand prescriptions from the outset.


� For a discussion of the specific problems of girl soldiers in Sierra Leone, see my article “Les Filles-Soldats:  Trajectoires d'apres-guerre en Sierra Leone” (Shepler 2002). (See also McKay and Mazurana 2004; Bah 1997).


� In Sierra Leone, an infant or toddler “no get sense” but, as Ferme (2001: Chapter 6) and Gottlieb (1998) argue, nevertheless has a powerful social meaning due to the perceived relationship of infants with the world of the spirits.  A child or pikin “get sense,” can understand, and talk.


� Thanks to Mohamed Fofanah for this point.


� For the West it is in large part the child labor aspects of child soldiering that are so reprehensible.  See the 1999 International Labour Organization (ILO) convention on minimum age, which says “Members should provide that the worst forms of child labour are criminal offences … including forced or compulsory recruitment of children for use in armed conflict.”


� Goody (1982: 210) notes that the placing of children outside the natal family of orientation is common in rural areas of Sierra Leone.  It has been reported for the Mende (Little 1951), the Limba (Finnegan 1965), the Temne (Gamble 1963), the Fula (Butcher 1964), and the Sherbro (Hoffer 1974).  


� The proper names of individuals and villages have been changed throughout to protect the identity of my informants.  


� The surprising fact from my interview with the son is that the rebel that wanted him didn’t just take him on as a soldier, but said he wanted him as his own, wanted to take him home and put him in school.  They just trained him to use a gun so he’d be able to defend himself.


� At the 2003 African Studies Association meetings in Boston, Simon Ottenberg, a long time scholar of West Africa, postulated that there are similarities between child soldiers and the pre-initiated youth masquerade groups he has been studying. Maybe, he ventured, they are masquerading as soldiers?


� Because of the importance of these secret associations, especially the men’s Poro, the tribes of the region are sometimes know as ‘the Poro tribes’ or ‘Poro cluster’, including ‘the Lokko, Temne, Kono, Mende, Bullom, Krim, and Sherbro of Sierra Leone and, in Liberia, the Gola, Vai, De, Kpelle, Kissi, Gbande, Belle, Loma, Mano and Gio’ (d'Azevedo 1959: 68)


� The situation is more complicated for the Krio.  There are Krio only societies that serve similar roles to indigenous secret societies.  Also, some Krio have chosen to join secret societies for political or other reasons.  Also, the rise of evangelical Christianity has meant that some people refuse to join their children to secret societies for religious reasons.


�  Jackson explains that for the Kuranko (the ethnic group in Sierra Leone he knows best), and for several other West African groups, the contrast between bush and town signifies the extremes between exuberant disorder and social order, or between uncontrolled power and restraint.  Because the bush is a source of vital and regenerative energy, the village must open itself up perennially to it.  Farmers clear-cut the forest in order to grow rice that is the staff of life.  Hunters venture into the bush at night, braving real and imagined dangers in their search for meat.  (Jackson 2004: 156)


� Of course, it is interesting to think about how the hunting societies had to change to suit the needs of wartime, but that is another topic.


� At the 2004 African Studies Association meetings in Boston, Simon Ottenberg postulated that there are also connections between children’s masquerading societies and the practice of child soldiering.  


�  Thanks to M.T. Bangura for translating interviews that were taped in a mixture of Krio and Temne.


�  For boys, this means the removal of the foreskin.  For girls, it means the removal of the clitoris and labia minora, with the whole area then sown up.  This is also known in some circles as Female Genital Mutilation.


� Some see recent educational reforms as worsening the crisis of youth.  At a “stakeholders conference on education” I heard complaints that the new 6-3-3-4 (six years of primary school, three years of junior secondary school, three years of senior secondary school, and four years of tertiary school) system has caused a lot of the problem.  A teacher friend of mine told me that 60-70 percent of students fail the exam that would allow them to advance to senior secondary school, and then they become useless in society.  “That’s when they start hanging out in ghettoes, and all they learn there is how to condemn the system.  It just confuses them,” he told me.  In other words, now there is a specific point when a majority of half-educated youths are excluded from the education system.  Krech (2003: 143) makes the same point.  In his interviews with Ministry of Education Officials, he heard “we at the Ministry of Education in some ways blame ourselves for the war.”


� For some excellent recent ethnographies of political struggles in Africa across the elder-youth divide see Gable (2000) and Ngwane (2001).


� We can see both models operating in present day Africa.  The “young lions” of the victorious anti-apartheid movement in South Africa are understood much differently than the defeated young fighters of Sierra Leone.


� Sir Herbert Cox, Report of Commission of Inquiry into the Disturbances in the Provinces, November 1955—March 1956 (Freetown, 1956), p. 173


� The All Peoples Congress (APC) was the ruling party in a one party state for thirty years from 1971 to 2001.  Many see the war as a reaction to those years of corrupt rule.


� Girls have a different set of problems.
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