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Example Major Assignment #3 

 

“Wait ‘Til They Send Your Son Home in a Box”:  

Meatloaf, Child Soldiers, and the Tentativeness of Hope 

 

 When I was eight years old, the first Persian Gulf War exploded amid what I 

remember to be fierce support in my politically-divided Detroit household. Even my dad, 

a former stoner and hippy and an agnostic peacenik liberal, and my mom, a staunch 

church-going conservative, were on the same page about the war: “We have to get rid of 

‘So Damn Insane’”—my dad’s wordplay on former Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein’s name 

after the now deceased dictator sent his Republican National Guard into Kuwait. And 

when images of the comparably few American war dead flashed on the television screen 

as we ate our meatloaf dinner one night, I said, “Dad, I want to be a Marine. I want to 

wear that cool hat.” My lefty father nodded abjectly, looked up and, after he finished 

chewing his buttered green beans, told me, the oldest child and only son, “Well, Kirk, 

you’ll have to wait a few years. But we can talk about it when you’re eighteen.” So we 

ate the rest of our dinner in a thick and chilly silence, not bringing up the issue again.   

 Of course, I knew what my dad meant; there are some things that are so privileged 

in America, so dangerous, or come with such a burden that we have to put age restrictions 

on when people can do them. I couldn’t drive until I turned sixteen. Couldn’t vote until 

eighteen, or buy cigarettes or lottery tickets. Hell, I couldn’t even get into an R-rated 

movie by myself until I was 17. These things are engrained on us from the earliest of ages. 

But, as hard as it is to believe, soldier-hood isn’t age-specific in every country in the 

world, as evidenced in a Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers advertisement 
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showing a child—presumably from an African nation—of about 10-years-old armed to 

the teeth, a fire raging in an otherwise desolate background.  

 Were it not for what appears to be a Soviet-era Kalashnikov—a common weapon 

in war-torn African nations like Uganda, Sierra Leone, and others—propped towards the 

sky and the knife the little boy is carrying, he could just as easily be transported to any 

city in the United States. Were he unarmed in Detroit, or Baltimore, or yes, even 

Tuscaloosa or Birmingham, he would be just another kid going about his day-to-day 

routine—probably doing his homework, eating Lucky Charms, playing Guitar Hero, or 

getting into mischief with his friends. The advertisement is intentionally ambiguous about 

this so it can seemingly posit the following question to the audience: “What if this was 

your kid?”  

 And the caption—“And in America, violent video games must come with an R 

rating”—further Americanizes and humanizes the child, and the ad even goes so far as to 

use a child-like font. Since America is specifically referenced in the caption, seemingly 

pointing out the banality of our culture, it’s serving as a call to arms for those of us in the 

States. (England and Germany are also specifically called out in other ads, which I’ve 

included for your perusal, from this organization). It seems to be saying, “While you 

Americans are doing everything in your power to protect your children from violent 

images, kids in other countries are a part of those violent images. They are causing those 

violent images. How can you call yourself the beacon of hope when 10-year-olds are 

fighting in wars?” 

 And the fire in the background, believe it or not, is actually somewhat hopeful—

but not totally. The boy is implied to have agency in the creation of that fire, but because 
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it’s in the background, it’s inferring that it’s something in the past of this boy’s life and 

that his soldiering days are behind him. Yet the inferno is still imposing, like it’s the 

smoke monster from LOST—ready to devour him the next time he slips up, a 

representation of his implied past. But this existence, this life amid warlords and fighting, 

is not completely behind him because his finger is still on the weapon’s trigger, even if it 

is pointed upward, not at anyone. He’s still ready to fight, to kill, at a point of time in his 

life when he should be learning multiplication tables.  

 Yet he will never be completely “over” it; he will never shake the scars that come 

with so many traumas at such a young age. His gaze into the camera—what’s commonly 

known as the “1,000-yard stare,” a World War II-era term referring to the expressionless 

and emotionless look that some soldiers display after heated combat—let’s the 

advertisement’s audience know that, whether he quits fighting today or in a decade, 

there’s no way to erase the damage that’s been done to him. He is, for lack of a better 

phrase, damaged goods before he even knows what that idiom means.  

 That is further signified by the knife, which appears to be shoved vertically into 

his right bicep, a wound that would certainly cause significant bleeding. But the audience 

doesn’t see a drop of blood, inferring that his essence has already been drained out of him 

because he was dragooned into “service” at such a young age. And even though a fire is 

proximate to the boy, he’s not sweating from the heat of the blaze, another inference that 

his essence is gone: he is, at this point in his life, inhuman. However, his clothes—a cut-

off red t-shirt and red piece of cloth tied around his head—evoke the sense that, however 

young he is, he still has the blood of innocents on his hands, so to speak. So while he 
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doesn’t have the capacity to bleed, sweat, and be human at this point in his existence, he 

certainly maintains the ability to consume human life indiscriminately.  

 But his solitude is not indiscriminate. Very clearly, the person who shot the 

picture wanted to convey the sense that the child is alone—even though, in reality, there 

are, as the coalition states on their web site, “over the last ten years hundreds of 

thousands of children have fought and died in conflicts around the world.” It’s no 

accident that the only prominent things in the ad are the child soldier, his weapon, a knife, 

and a fire; he’s alone amid violence and destruction, and the ad is a plea in that sense. 

Because in many cultures a child is an apotheosis of innocence and purity, this inverted 

and upside-down vision of the “child figure” alone among devastation is particularly 

resonant.   

 But perhaps one of the most evocative parts of the ad is the bag he has draped 

over his shoulder. The audience isn’t privy to the history of the bag, but it appears to be a 

backpack the boy once used to carry his textbooks, his homework, his pencils and paper 

to school—in Mogadishu, in Kampala, in Freetown, in Monrovia. And in the “now” of 

the ad, it’s presumably being used to schlep rations, munitions, or maybe a picture of the 

family he left behind when some warlord kidnapped him, drugged him with 

amphetamines and tranquilizers, and forced him to fight. But backpacks are just as easily 

emptied as they are filled and, however much emotional trauma the boy has sustained, the 

bag infers that there is hope beyond the fractured carnage of “now.”  

 Of course, I never became a Marine like I wanted nearly two decades ago, and 

instead resorted to a liberal artsy-fartsy college education in poetry and politics. I grew 

my hair long and put it in a ponytail because I could. I got a big tattoo on my left arm. I 
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played guitar in a rock band, smoked cigarettes, read way too many books to count, wrote 

way too much bad poetry, and stayed up much later than I should have because I had the 

luxury. But all those things were done because I wanted to, unlike the little boy in the ad, 

who was likely coerced, by hook or by crook, into a conflict of which he should have had 

no part. And as an audience, we don’t know what happened to him. Was he killed in a 

firefight? Wounded, perhaps if he was lucky? Did he escape the life of a child soldier? Is 

he still a combatant?  

 We are left to wonder. And sometimes oblivion is worse than knowledge.  

  

Word count: 1,431 words 
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