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Abstract 

This thesis investigates newspaper representations of female ex-combatants in the divided societies of Northern 

Ireland and Sri Lanka from 2009 until 2015. The news media communicate information which is used by news 

consumers to construct their versions of reality, thus news media characterisation is a crucial component of 

study in post-conflict societies, especially when most academic research focuses on the news media and conflict, 

rather than post-conflict. Female ex-combatants are a vital ingredient in conflict transformation, due to the 

mainstreaming of gender which is advocated by international bodies such as the United Nations (UN); and the 

involvement ex-combatants is believed to contribute to a robust peace. The newspapers in Northern Ireland and 

Sri Lanka are divided and analogous to the dichotomous ethno-national groups of each society, thus, the aims 

of this study were to compare how the newspapers represent female ex-combatants within each case, and 

between each case; and to theorise the reasons behind, and implications of, such portrayals. This thesis shows 

that in Northern Ireland, the highest proportion of articles about female ex-combatants is negative, whereas in 

Sri Lanka the highest proportion is positive. In Northern Ireland, female ex-combatants are associated with the 

Troubles and the past; and they are paired with victims of the conflict. In Sri Lanka, the women are depicted 

alongside rehabilitation and their contribution to the future of Sri Lanka. In both cases, the women are 

represented using gendered stereotypes, and this is particularly pronounced in the low level of direct speech 

attributed to the women in the news articles. The purpose of this thesis is to provide evidence of how female 

ex-combatants are represented in the news media, and to hold the news media to account over partisan and 

sexist reporting. 
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1 Introduction Chapter 
 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

This PhD investigated and compared representations of female ex-combatants from newspapers in the post-

conflict societies of Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, from 1st January 2009 until 31st December 2015. Northern 

Ireland is an ethno-nationally divided society which experienced a conflict known colloquially as the ‘Troubles’ 

from 1968 until the signing of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998. In generalisation, Northern Ireland’s society 

is split into Roman Catholic Nationalists/Republicans who wish for the reunification of Ireland; and Protestant 

Unionists/Loyalists who want to remain part of the United Kingdom (UK). During the Troubles, the Republican 

paramilitary groups, such as the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and Provisional IRA (PIRA or ‘Provos’) contained 

women, who are the objects of study in this PhD. The two communities in Northern Ireland have analogous 

newspapers, the Derry Journal and The Irish News are Nationalist, and the Belfast Telegraph, Londonderry 

Sentinel and News Letter are Unionist. 

 In Sri Lanka, the conflict lasted from 1983 until 2009. The civil war was fuelled by the friction between 

the majority Buddhist Sinhalese and the minority Hindu Tamil population. To take a broad view, the latter want 

an independent Tamil nation in the north of the island of Sri Lanka, which would be separate from the Sinhalese-

controlled Sri Lanka. The conflict was fought between the Sinhalese Government of Sri Lanka forces, and the 

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), which employed women (and who are the objects of scrutiny in this 

thesis). The Sri Lankan (English language) press is split between the state-owned newspapers (Government of 

Sri Lanka), the Daily News and Sunday Observer; and independently or privately-owned Daily Financial Times, 

Daily Mirror and Sunday Times. The newspapers of both Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka are explained more fully 

in the Methodology chapter; and the conflicts in each case are dealt with in the literature review chapters. 



 2 

 This thesis studied the print news media portrayals of female ex-combatants in Northern Ireland and 

Sri Lanka after their respective conflicts have ended and the communities were undergoing conflict 

transformation. Female ex-combatants have been involved in the reconstruction of societies following conflict 

(Wahidin, 2016) but how this has been represented in the news media has not been investigated before. This is 

important as the news media are significant sources of information (and in some cases the only sources of 

information), thus, the news media’s discourse used in the representation of female former combatants is 

internalised by news consumers and used towards constructing a system of knowledge about them, which feeds 

into society’s interpretation and creation of reality. This PhD interprets the representations of female ex-

combatants by identifying the dominant or preferred reading (Hall, 2003) in order to uncover how ideology in 

newspapers influences the portrayals (Fairclough, 2001). The thesis offers an original contribution of knowledge 

as it shows how female ex-combatants have been covered in the mainstream print news media in two post-

conflict societies.  

1.2 RATIONALE 

Alison (2003; 2004; 2009) has produced research which covers female combatants in Northern Ireland and Sri 

Lanka, and Gonsalves’s (2005) research shows how female LTTE members are described in film media in very 

restrictive categories. However, none of these works deal with female ex-combatants in the print news media 

after conflict. Moreover, the gender aspect of the research shows how female ex-combatants are depicted in 

the post-conflict period, whereas previous research had only looked at how female terrorists were portrayed 

during conflict (Talbot, 2001; de Alwis, 2002; Toles Parkin, 2004; Gonsalves, 2005; Nacos, 2005; Sjoberg and 

Gentry, 2007; Melzer, 2009; Bloom, 2011a; Bloom, 2011b; Gentry, 2011; Stack, 2011; Yarchi, 2014; Laster and 

Frez, 2015). In relation to this, a wealth of academic research focuses on the media and war (Allen and Seaton, 

1999; Seib, 2005; Hoskins and O'Loughlin, 2010; Ross and Alankus, 2010; Carruthers, 2011), however the role of 

the news media in societies emerging from violent ethnic conflict is gaining traction (Howard et al., 2003; 

Wolfsfeld, 2004; Sabiiti, 2006; McLaughlin and Baker, 2010; Njoroge, 2010) and this thesis is adding to this 

canon. Furthermore, the thesis provides empirical evidence for peace journalism by examining the principles set 



 3 

out by Lynch and McGoldrick (2005; 2010) and Youngblood (2017) in the contexts of Northern Ireland and Sri 

Lanka. 

 The cases of Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka were chosen due to the involvement of women in their 

conflicts, which has been researched notably by Alison (2003; 2004; 2009), Neti (2003), Bloom et al. (2011) and 

Wahidin (2016). Female combatants challenge established gender roles in three ways: they are committing acts 

of political violence which are generally ascribed to men; they occupy powerful and prominent positions during 

conflict; and they are in the public sphere, which traditionally is a masculine space. The news media’s portrayal 

of female terrorists (which is discussed in Literature Review Chapter: Gender) informed the themes of this 

research by observing whether these frames apply to female ex-combatants in the post-conflict period. By 

examining this, the data illuminated how representation has evolved from during the conflict to after conflict. 

One aspect of this study observed whether the presence of female ex-combatants in post-conflict societies has 

broken down gendered depictions in the news media, where female actors are not an anomaly but are the norm 

in post-conflict transformation. 

 During conflict, generally, women are represented as victims of war in the news media such as the 

‘comfort women’ forced to serve troops during World War II (Mie, 2016); the rape of Rwandan women by the 

Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda (FDLR) (The Economist, 2011); and ISIS’s (Islamic State of Iraq 

and Syria) Yazidi sex slaves (Callimachi, 2016; Otten, 2016). Thus, this analysis of the news coverage of female 

ex-combatants, and the news media’s constructions of femininity, is significant to add to the body of literature 

dedicated to women and conflict. 

 There has been no research investigating the news media’s coverage of female ex-combatants after 

conflict. The gender (meaning the female gender) feature of the research was included because previous 

research has shown that women are underrepresented in the news media in comparison to men (Carter et al., 

1998a; O'Neill and Mulready, 2015; O'Neill et al., 2016) and this research has taken steps towards discovering if 

this asymmetrical coverage pertains to ex-combatants as well. Moreover, as Wolfsfeld states, there is a distinct 

dearth of material dedicated to the role of the news media in peace processes, yet a substantial amount on the 

news media and conflict (2004: 8-9). Furthermore, there is extensive research on women and peace-building 

(Reardon, 1993; Porter, 2003; 2007; Potter, 2004), conflict transformation in Northern Ireland (Lawther, 2011; 

2013; 2017a; 2017b); and male former combatants and peace-building (Shirlow and McEvoy, 2008; McEvoy et 

al., 2004; Brewer et al., 2013; Brewer, 2016). However, there is no research examining female ex-combatants in 
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the news media. Therefore, this PhD presents novel findings which fill the gap of knowledge in the relationship 

between female ex-combatants and the print news media in post-conflict societies. 

 The importance of this research lies in the impact that the news media have on informing the populace, 

and how people make use of the information communicated, 

[w]e are immersed from cradle to grave in a media and consumer society, and thus it is important to 
learn how to understand, interpret, and criticize its meanings and messages. The media are a profound 
and often misperceived source of cultural pedagogy: they contribute to educating us how to behave 
and what to think, feel, believe, fear, and desire- and what not to. The media are forms of pedagogy 
that teach us how to be men and women. They show us how to dress, look, and consume; how to react 
to members of different social groups; how to be popular and successful and how to avoid failure; and 
how to conform to the dominant system of norms, values, practices, and institutions. Consequently, 
the gaining of critical media literacy is an important resource for individuals and citizens in learning how 
to cope with a seductive cultural environment. Learning how to read, criticize and resist sociocultural 
manipulation can help empower oneself in relation to dominant forms of media and culture. It can 
embrace individual sovereignty vis-à-vis media culture and give people more power over their cultural 
environment (Kellner, 2011: 7). 

Due to the limited personal contact (Saleem et al., 2015; Soroka et al., 2015) with female ex-combatants, the 

societies of Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka get their knowledge-constructing impressions from the news media 

(and other media), thus how these women are depicted has a substantial impact on how they are perceived. 

This is important not only for the perception of the inclusion of ex-combatants and peace-building, but for 

female ex-combatants. 

 As this thesis cuts across several disciplines, including gender, peace-building and the news media, its 

multi-disciplinary nature is outlined in the theoretical framework. 

1.3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The theoretical framework includes the theory of social constructionism (Berger and Luckmann, 1979); the social 

construction of the news media; power, ideology (Fairclough, 1995; 2001) and representation in the news media 

(Hall, 1997c); semiotics (Bignell, 2002; Chandler, 2007); feminist theory; peace journalism (Galtung, 1996; Lynch 

and McGoldrick, 2005); the news media and war (Wolfsfeld, 2004); and peace and conflict studies (Brewer, 2010; 

2013; 2016; Brewer and Hayes, 2011; 2013; 2015a; 2015b; Lawther, 2011; 2013; 2017a; 2017b). 

    The social construction of the news media, according to Berger and Luckmann (1979), is when news 

outlets create their own version of reality and then broadcast their interpretation of events as reality to news 

consumers. Thus, consumers are receiving a representation of reality rather than unadulterated facts. When 
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journalists cover, and broadcast an event, they are constructing it in their own words for the reader/viewer, and 

this can never be done with sterile neutrality. Knowledge is generated and upheld by representations of reality:  

practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak…Discourses are not about objects; 
they do not identify objects, they constitute them and in the practice of doing so conceal their own 
invention (Foucault, 1972: 49).  

This affects this study as how Northern Ireland’s and Sri Lanka’s newspapers describe female ex-combatants has 

a bearing on how these women are perceived by society. The news media’s portrayal of women as having a 

natural propensity for peace either by nature or ascribed gender roles, and the use of gender stereotypes, 

undermines their agency in undertaking peace-building initiatives and restricts them to ascribed feminine roles 

(Otto, 2006; Charlesworth, 2008). This is supported by Tuchman (1979) who states that the stereotypical 

representation of women is due to their lack of power in society. This lack of power is due to the political 

institution of patriarchy (Millett, 2000) where  

women’s experience under patriarchy, the long tradition of male rule in society…silenced women’s 
voices, distorted their lives, and treated their concerns as peripheral. To be a woman under such 
conditions was in some respects not to exist at all (Rivkin and Ryan, 1998: 527). 

    In relation to this, the framing theory of Entman, which describes framing as foregrounding and 

downplaying selected components of phenomena to steer the reader towards a specific interpretation (2004: 

5) helps to explain the how frameworks in the news media influence society’s perceptions of female ex-

combatants. Moreover, how the news media present a person or an issue influences how people form their 

opinion around that person or issue. Hence, framing was investigated in the newspaper articles in order to 

discern how female ex-combatants were being presented to readers. Additionally, the attention given by the 

news media to female ex-combatants in peace-building roles may influence how important they are perceived 

to be to peace-building. 

    Finally, peace journalism (Galtung, 1996; Lynch and McGoldrick, 2005) and the news media in conflict 

and peace (Wolfsfeld, 2004) influenced the categorisation of tone in the articles. Peace journalism aims to not 

vilify either side or inflame passions by using incendiary language, instead its objective is to ameliorate violence 

by giving an even-handed voice to each side. Wolfsfeld (2004) claims that when news outlets cover war they 

tend to amplify tensions in the quest for ratings, which is damaging to fragile and nascent peace processes. By 

analysing how ex-combatants are portrayed, either positively, neutrally or negatively, it gave an indication of 

the political ideology entertained by the newspaper.  
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 The theoretical framework formed the foundations to enable this research to answer how the news 

media represent female ex-combatants during the post-conflict period. 

 Following on from the theoretical framework of this study, the epistemology of how the data was 

interpreted is described. 

1.4 EPISTEMOLOGY 

The research design for this project takes a feminist approach. Feminism provides the underlying theoretical 

framework for this research which informs the rationale for this study, the methodology, the analysis of 

newspaper articles and the interpretation of female experience. What this means is that the research is 

conducted from a feminist perspective. Feminism is political and is committed to social change, thus it suits this 

research as it aims, on one hand, to highlight the news media’s representations of female ex-combatants, and 

on the other hand, call for the inclusion of women’s participation in conflict transformation as active agents and 

not simply as passive victims. However, the transformative aspect and potential benefit of the research did not 

cloud the researcher’s judgement and convince them that their work will emancipate women from oppression 

(Maynard and Purvis, 1994: 7). 

    Traditionally social science has been conducted from the perspective of men, thus feminist 

methodology frames research from the female perspective in order to study women’s experiences and render 

them valuable and necessary to understand the relationship between peace-building and the news media 

holistically.  

    Instead of a positivist neutral and objective approach, women’s experiences and social context were 

acknowledged in the research process, especially in the researcher’s analysis. As this PhD focuses on the social 

construction of gender and the news media’s social construction of reality, acknowledgement and 

understanding of the social context is paramount to conducting relevant research and informed analysis. As 

these cases do not function in a value-free world, their analyses cannot be disinterested and detached as this 

could result in “alienated knowledge”’ where the conditions of its production are rendered not applicable or 

irrelevant (Stanley, 1990: 11, 13). The result is not the only factor, how this result is found and understood must 

be acknowledged. As cases are used to understand the news media’s representation of female ex-combatants, 
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socially situated knowledge is important as local context has an impact on experience. In addition, the 

production of knowledge is an act of power (Foucault, 1972). 

 The theory used in this research design, is the sophisticated model of grounded theory (Ezzy, 2002: 12-

13). Grounded theory uses both deductive and inductive theories by deductively using pre-existing theories 

(outlined in the section ‘Qualitative Thematic Analysis’ in the Methodology chapter) to shape the researcher’s 

interpretation of the data, and inductively informing the pre-existing theories with empirical data that is specific 

to female ex-combatants in the news media.  

 As socially situated knowledge is significant in this research, feminist methodology is chosen as it 

“preserves situated accounts of human experience” (Lindlof and Taylor, 2002: 57). This study is about the 

position of women in society, gender inequalities and the imbalance of power (specifically how the news media 

represent female ex-combatants in post-conflict societies), hence, a feminist methodology is applied which takes 

into account gender as a category of experience, thus the data is analysed from a feminist standpoint (Ezzy, 

2002: 43). In addition, Foss declares that feminist criticism is the analysis of language and writing to discover 

“how the rhetorical construction of gender is used as a means for domination and how that process can be 

challenged” (2004: 157). The rhetoric of the news media creates and maintains the constructions of gender, 

which Foss (2004) argues, naturalises the concept of gender and thus this needs to be confronted. 

 Ramazanoğlu and Holland define feminist methodology as an approach to “the problems of producing 

justifiable knowledge of gender relations” (2002: 10). Social life is gendered  (Ramazanoğlu and Holland, 2002: 

3) which calls for a feminist methodology in this exploration of women’s representation in the news media in 

order to produce a reliable comprehension of social reality. 

    Smith claims “[i]t has been argued extensively that, until recently, established sociology had a 

concealed gender subtext, that it was thought, investigated, and written largely from the perspective of men” 

(1987: 152). Moreover, Ezzy cites Smith’s argument that feminist research attempts to redress the imbalance in 

existing research, which was previously written from a masculine perspective (Smith in Ezzy, 2002: 44).  Thus, 

feminist methodology is applicable to this study as it endeavours to unpack and investigate how the news media 

portray female ex-combatants, and what impact these representations have for women in society. DeVault 

states that the purpose of feminist methodology is to “include women’s lives and concerns in accounts of 

society…and to support changes that will improve women’s status” (1996: 29). Feminism can broadly be 



 8 

described as the political motivation and motion in support of women in order to address the imbalance in 

power relations between women and male hegemony. 

 Criticisms of feminist methodology include a biased political commitment which may navigate research 

and interpretations towards coloured conclusions. In addition, feminism comes under attack from post-

structuralism as it can paint with broad brush strokes women’s experiences with a capital ‘W’. Also, gender as a 

social construct is only one aspect of a person’s life, other differences between individuals “fracture, politicize 

and personalize all approaches to understanding gender” (Ramazanoğlu and Holland, 2002: 4). However, no 

method will be able to incorporate fully every individual experience and opinion. 

 Nonetheless, feminist methodology is appropriate for this study, as it does not occur in a conceptual 

vacuum, and the matter being researched is the representation of women, which is a feminist issue. And as 

feminism is political, the discourse analysis shows how gender identities are constructed in the news and 

deployed as political processes (Lindlof and Taylor, 2002: 54).  

1.5 RESEARCH QUESTION 

The research question of this thesis is: how do the news media represent female ex-combatants during the post-

conflict period? This question was answered by patterns which arose from the data itself; and by using themes 

from previous literature (these are outlined in the section entitled ‘Qualitative Thematic Analysis’ in the 

Methodology chapter) which influenced the hypotheses below: 

1.5.1 Hypotheses 

1.5.1.1  Northern Ireland 

• Articles which have been coded as negative will have highest percentage in the Unionist newspapers 

(compared to the articles coded as neutral and positive, respectively). 

 

• Articles which have been coded as positive will have highest percentage in the Nationalist newspapers 

(compared to the articles coded as negative and neutral, respectively). 

 

• The Unionist newspapers will have more negative articles than the Nationalist newspapers. 
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• The Nationalist newspapers will have more positive articles than the Unionist newspapers. 

1.5.1.2  Sri Lanka 

• Articles which have been coded as negative will have highest percentage in the state-owned 

newspapers (compared to the articles coded as neutral and positive, respectively). 

 

• Articles which have been coded as positive will have highest percentage in the independent 

newspapers (compared to the articles coded as negative and neutral, respectively). 

 

• The state-owned newspapers will have more negative articles than the independent newspapers.  

 

• The independent newspapers will have more positive articles than the state-owned newspapers.  

1.6  RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

The aims of this research are to identify how female ex-combatants are represented in the news media by using 

critical discourse analysis, semiotics, thematic analysis and content analysis (explained in the Methodology 

chapter). This representation includes what imagery, frameworks and gendered constructions are used to 

characterise the women. Furthermore, as Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka are dichotomous societies with 

newspapers which are analogous to the divides:  the research aims to show how the ideology of each ethno-

national group affects the constructions in the news media. Moreover, it aims to observe how the female ex-

combatants are depicted in relation to peace-building. These objectives are important from conflict 

transformation, peace-building, gender and media perspectives. 

1.7 THESIS OUTLINE 

This study’s first chapter is the Introduction which explains its impetus, context, theoretical framework and 

argument. The second and third chapters are the literature reviews on the news media and gender respectively, 

which ground this investigation in the continuing research and also provide themes and areas of interest to 

guide the research. This study aims to further develop previous research by connecting female ex-combatants, 

the news media and peace-building. The Methodology chapter explains the perspective of the research, and its 

practical methods of collecting data. The analysis chapters cover the examination of the data in each case 
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(Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka) and culminate in the Comparison chapter. Next, the Conclusion chapter outlines 

the final appreciation of the empirical data and the significance of the research, plus it highlights limitations and 

finishes with suggestions for further research. The penultimate chapter is the Appendix which contains data 

tables. Lastly, the Bibliography lists all the cited material. 

 The next chapter is the first literature review chapter which outlines the existing literature on the news 

media. 
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2 Literature Review Chapter: News Media 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

Following on from the Introduction chapter, this first Literature Review chapter sets out the existing research 

on the news media, which situates the foundation, context and rationale for the thesis. It critically assesses the 

previous literature, which facilitates the identification of ‘gaps in the knowledge’ and acts as a springboard for 

this PhD. The literature review synthesises prior studies and locates this thesis within these arguments.  

 The PhD investigated how the news media (newspapers) represented female ex-combatants in 

Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka between 1st January 2009 and 31st December 2015. The purpose of this research 

is to understand the portrayal of these women in post-conflict societies as this has not been investigated before. 

On one hand, the portrayal of gender has been scrutinised, and the coverage of the female ex-combatants’ 

engagements with peace-building. This is important as sustainable peace agreements must include former 

combatants (McEvoy et al., 2004) and women (United Nations, 2000; Ward, 2013). Thus, female ex-combatants 

are a triply discriminated group as they were (are) part of a less dominant social group, for example, in Northern 

Ireland, the 1969 civil rights movement developed because the Unionist government manipulated public 

housing which discriminated against Roman Catholics. Discrimination also existed in jobs; public service 

appointments and electoral practice (gerrymandering) (BBC History, 2014). In Sri Lanka, the Sinhalese majority 

government discriminated against Tamils through the Ceylon Citizenship Act (removing and disallowing Sri 

Lankan citizenship for Tamils), the Sinhala Only Act (making Sinhalese and English the official languages of Sri 

Lanka), and the Policy of Standardisation which hampered Tamils from receiving a university education. 

Furthermore, female ex-combatants are ex-prisoners which has associations of stigma and criminality; and they 

are women who have transgressed the boundaries of socio-cultural patriarchal systems.  

 The news media representations of female ex-combatants have been chosen as for most of society, 

their only experience of female former combatants is in the press, thus, how these women are characterised 

feeds into the construction of reality as discourse is a meaning-making practice (Hall, 1997c). Reality is 

constructed in “the practices of representation” (Hall, 1997a: 10), such as the news media, and is interpreted 
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through shared cultural meanings. That is to say, portrayals in the news media contribute to a shared social 

reality, and representation works in the production of meaning (Hall, 1997c: 35). 

 Through this understanding, the researcher unpacked the significance of the print news media’s 

depictions of female ex-combatants in relation to their position in society, and women in general. 

Representation is a political issue and is of key political significance for women.  

 This Literature Review chapter is split into sections on The News Media; The Social Construction of the 

News Media; The News Media and Conflict; Peace Journalism; and Victimhood. The chapter begins with the 

section on the news media. 

2.2 THE NEWS MEDIA 

There is a plethora of research dealing with the cause and effect of news media; on one hand, how news media 

content influences consumers, and on the other, what news consumers do with the news media content 

(Nightingale and Ross, 2003: 14). Previous studies such as Saleem et al. (2015) have indicated that exposure to 

the news influences people’s perceptions. In their research, negative stereotypes are shown to have detrimental 

effects on people’s attitudes, and these effects are reduced by positive and neutral news. Their study 

demonstrates that negative coverage of American Muslims and African-Americans causes respondents to favour 

hostile policies which would disadvantage these groups. Saleem et al. (2015) argue that people get ideas about 

certain ethnic or social groups through the news media rather than through personal contact because they do 

not have access to these groups. Thus, the news media is the only source of information, therefore how content 

is portrayed directly influences how people feel about phenomena. Saleem et al. (2015) aver that direct contact, 

especially positive contact, leads to positive intergroup relations. However, if this is not possible, then balanced 

media reporting is the answer to developing non-antagonistic attitudes.  

 This research has influenced the methodology of this PhD, as the news coverage of female ex-

combatants is coded as either negative, positive or neutral in order to infer not only the tone of the article, but 

also to deduce the effect that it may have on news consumers’ attitudes towards female ex-combatants. 

Bandura’s social cognitive theory of mass communication states, “[b]ecause of the influential role the mass 

media play in society, understanding the psychosocial mechanisms through which symbolic communication 
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influences human  thought,  affect,  and  action  is  of  considerable  import” (2001: 265). In relation to this, as 

the news media contribute to discourse, Isenberg argues that “[d]iscourse theory examines how narrative codes 

and conventions used in speech and writing not only transmit ideology but mediate and create social and cultural 

practices” (1992: 450). Moreover, Hall’s encoding/decoding model explains that the news media generate 

encoded messages in meaningful discourse in order to disseminate to news consumers. Then these messages 

are decoded by the audience making meaning out of the content. The news media outlet acts as the encoder-

producer and the audience is the decoder-receiver who negotiates the messages promoted by the news media 

(Hall, 2003: 53-54). 

 The bearing that news has on social actions is significant and must be explored, especially in societies 

undergoing conflict transformation as it has a heightened importance with regards to the acceptance or 

rejection of ex-combatants and the peace-building process. However, it is impossible to separate news media 

effect from other factors which have impact upon human action. The news media is part of the socio-political 

structure of society and does not stand apart from it. 

 Having elucidated the effects of the news media, the social construction of the news media is now 

discussed. 

2.3 THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF THE NEWS MEDIA 

In the world, the news media are extremely influential institutions. They are neither neutral vectors for 

information and data, nor mere mirrors of society, but rather the manufacturer of the news itself. The news 

media do this by creating versions of reality contingent upon each news media organisation’s objectives, socio-

political ideologies and corporate interests. As the news media are the main source of information for the 

general public, news coverage is an active agent in the social construction of reality, public opinion and 

knowledge, “[d]iscourses [are]…a feature of reality, [are]…constitutive of reality, and [are]…representative of 

reality (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 56). 

 In order to discuss the social construction of the news media, social constructionism itself is explained 

with the purpose of providing a foundation on which to evaluate its relationship with the news media. Next, 
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factors such as language, framing, news values and imagery are examined with the aim of highlighting how 

broadcast and print media are socially constructed. 

 To begin, the philosophical underpinning of social constructionism is described to clarify its rationale 

and basis. It is an epistemological theory of knowledge which explains how constructed comprehensions of 

phenomena are developed and justified through social interaction. Furthermore, it dictates that reality does not 

exist independently of people and their interactions with each other and the world. This is in direct opposition 

to positivism which theorises that knowledge is acultural and that there is fundamental truth detached from 

human experience. 

 Moreover, social constructionism opposes realism which prescribes that an independent reality exists 

autonomously of humans’ representations of it. Rather, it is tied to relativism which supports multiple narratives 

and diverse ways of seeing the world. Social constructionism espouses that there are only interpretations of the 

world, that is, there is no universal yardstick against which to judge correctness. Thus, relativist constructions of 

the world can only be judged in relation to one another. 

 Berger and Luckmann (1979) propose that reality is socially constructed, and their work examines how 

knowledge becomes taken for granted and accepted as reality. This examination into the processes of how 

reality is constructed is named the ‘sociology of knowledge’. Their work focuses on the common-sense 

knowledge of everyday life, rather than theoretical ideas. This, they assert is the basis for meanings on which a 

society depends for existence. Moreover, Berger and Luckmann highlight the social relativity of reality and 

knowledge, namely, that individuals understand reality and knowledge differently depending on social context. 

Ultimately, their work supports the belief that knowledge is culture-bound and varies between societies. 

 This fluidity of meaning is emblematic in Berger and Luckmann’s rejection of conventional and universal 

definitions of phenomena as they deem them biased products from the perspectives of the definers. 

To understand the state of the socially constructed universe at any given time, or its change over time, 
one must understand the social organization that permits the definers to do the defining…it is essential 
to keep pushing questions about historically available conceptualizations of reality from the abstract, 
‘What?’ to the sociologically concrete ‘Says who?’ (1979: 134). 

The social organisation of which Berger and Luckmann speak is the division of power. Those in powerful positions 

delineate ‘truth’ and present it as though it were pre-given and natural. Discourse is manipulated to reflect the 

ideology of dominant social groups so that they may construct reality which appears as common-sense. This 

version of reality is advocated in order to maintain elite status (Fairclough, 2013), that is to say, the status quo 
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(an example of this is patriarchal societies where male power validates male superiority and female subjugation). 

Anything which deviates from this account of reality is judged as aberrant and non-normative, thus its removal 

is justifiable, which further crystallises the elite’s monopoly on power relations. 

 Fairclough (2001) explains that discourse is the use of language in representation, and both discourse 

and language are sites of power struggles. Language, power and ideology are closely linked as power is exercised 

through ideology, and the “ideological workings of language” (Fairclough, 2001: 2). Representations compete 

with others and are a political struggle (Hall, 1997c), which is also a struggle for legitimacy (Fairclough, 2001). 

The potency of representations is due to the notion that they: 

sometimes call our very identities into question. We struggle over them because they matter- and these 
are contests from which serious consequences can flow. They define what is ‘normal’, who belongs- 
and therefore, who is excluded (Hall, 1997a: 10). 

In Northern Ireland, the ethno-national split of the newspapers maintains division between communities 

because the identities of competing social groups are sustained through representations. According to Scollon, 

news stories are social interactions, thus, the social practice of “mediated discourse forms a primary site within 

which contemporary social identities are constructed” (1998: vii-viii). As identities are collaborative, it follows 

that they are sustained through communicative processes, hence the significance of news media 

representations. The reader of news media strategises social presence and social interaction through 

engagement with a newspaper’s articles; hence, news stories are an “active component of the construction of 

their own social environments and social interactions” (Scollon, 1998: ix). Also, as discourse is constitutive of, 

and constituted by social practice (Fairclough, 1995) the patterns of representation maintain and sustain social 

knowledge through the social practice of communicative strategies. 

 Correspondingly, power relations affect organisational frameworks through which humans understand 

their environment. Categories, such as gender and class stereotypes, are manufactured social devices which do 

not exist in nature or outside of human experience. These labels are imposed upon specific groups by a more 

powerful social group. The resultant effects of the classifications are limiting and debilitating to the specific 

group which has been classified by an arbitrary generality.  

[T]he picture inside so often misleads men in their dealings with the world outside…artificial 
censorships, the limitations of social contact, the comparatively meager time available in each day for 
paying attention to public affairs, the distortion arising because events have to be compressed into very 
short messages, the difficulty of making a small vocabulary express a complicated world, and finally the 
fear of facing those facts which would seem to threaten the established routine of men’s lives...in the 
individual person the limited messages from outside, formed into a pattern of stereotypes…the pictures 
inside people’s heads do not automatically correspond with the world outside (Lippmann, 2004: 16). 
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The Advertising Standards Authority and Committees of Advertising Practice (2017) produced a report for the 

UK on advertising which identified gendered stereotypes such as: gendered occupations and characteristics, the 

mocking of people who are not conforming to traditional gender roles, sexualisation and objectification based 

on gender and depicting unhealthy body images as harmful to individuals and society (2017: 4). The report 

explains,  

[g]ender stereotypes have the potential to cause harm by inviting assumptions about adults and 
children that might negatively restrict how they see themselves and how others see them. These 
assumptions can lead to unequal gender outcomes in public and private aspects of people’s lives; 
outcomes, which are increasingly acknowledged to be detrimental to individuals, the economy and 
society in general. To this end, ads that feature gender stereotypes have the potential to cause harm 
by contributing to unequal gender outcomes, although advertising is understood to be only one of 
many different factors that contribute, to a greater or lesser extent, to unequal gender outcomes 
(Advertising Standards Authority and Committees of Advertising Practice, 2017: 5). 

Through representation, the news media construct reality, they do not simply reflect it, but imbue phenomena 

with meaning. This is harmful when stereotypes misinform society. The study of social constructionism 

challenges the taken-for-granted understanding of the world (Burr, 2003: 2-3) by highlighting the relativity and 

perspective-driven aspect of reality. It dictates that power relations and societal hierarchy are not absolutes but 

can be contested. 

 Berger and Luckmann (1979) claim that society and the social order are ongoing human productions 

which are not biologically determined. They state that the dialectical processes through which knowledge 

becomes reality are externalisation, objectification and internalisation. According to Berger and Luckmann, the 

production of the social order is the result of externalisation where humans mould and influence the outside 

world with their own ideas. This is possible due to humans’ propensity for habituation, and when this habituation 

is reciprocated it becomes institutionalised. The social world may appear as an objective reality; however, it is a 

manufactured objectivity through objectification. It has been created by human externalisation and 

subsequently controls human activity through social processes; “[t]he product acts back upon the producer” 

(Berger and Luckmann, 1979: 78). The final step is internalisation, “by which the objectivated social world is 

retrojected into consciousness in the course of socialization” (1979: 78-79). Through socialisation, a human 

integrates the normative social values into his/her own belief system. Berger and Luckmann’s work illustrates 

how people’s social interactions construct the world, but simultaneously, they live amongst their surroundings 

as though they are stable and pre-existing.  
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Having elucidated the principles of social constructionism, criticisms are assessed in order to evaluate 

its challenges. 

 Burr (2003) remarks that critics of social constructionism misunderstand it as championing nurture over 

nature, where one’s social environment affects one’s personality more than biological factors. However, social 

constructionism rejects both nature and nurture explanations because they are contingent upon a definable and 

discoverable reason for one’s personality (Burr, 2003: 6). Whether the cause for an individual’s consciousness is 

imagined as genetics or cultural background, social constructionism opposes both because they are dependent 

on a notion of a pure and independent reality waiting to be discovered by rigorous empirical research. As 

previously mentioned, social constructionism opposes realism and denies the ability of observation and scrutiny 

as means to uncover a pre-existent reality. This is because there are no means to judge this reality as 

fundamental, because all phenomena are relative to one another. 

 Social constructionism is anti-essentialist as it asserts that there is no inherent essential quality to 

people and the surrounding world. Conversely, there are claims that there is an instinctive innate nature to 

humans. On one hand, this is limiting as people are defined by a natural characteristic which is pre-ordained and 

cannot be escaped. Also, this may act as a reason for behaviour and therefore provide a ‘get out of jail free card’ 

because actions can be justified by instinct. On the other hand, human instinct which is contingent on biology 

does exist. For example, the bond between parent and child is not purely a choice but driven by hormonal 

biological triggers. Social constructionism is not able to explain away all human experience and interaction as 

manufactured. Hacking (1999) takes up this notion at length and criticises the theory of social constructionism 

through the investigation of its relationship with the natural sciences. However, Hacking is not against social 

constructionism wholesale, as there is value in the exposure and debunking of phenomena that have been 

accepted as inevitable. Rather, Hacking criticises people for latching onto constructionism for the purpose of 

justifying their enmity to science, “[c]onstructionism provides a voice for that rage against reason. And many 

constructionists do appear to dislike the practice and content of the sciences” (1999: 67). 

 This research does not accept a blanket view of social constructionism as the reason for all phenomena, 

instead, it proposes that occurrences pertaining to societal organisation and human interaction, such as 

ethnicity, nationalism, knowledge and information, are based on social construction. The reality which we 

inhabit is socially constructed, however, factors do exist which are outside of human control, but it is our 

reaction to these matters that is a social construct.  
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 Having detailed the human participation in, and responsibility for, the construction of reality, how social 

constructionism relates to the news media is now explored. Tuchman opines, “the act of making news is the act 

of constructing reality itself rather than a picture of reality” (1978: 12). This suggests that the news consumer 

accepts the news as ‘how life actually is’ because it is portrayed as a direct and unadulterated re-presentation 

of reality, rather than as a representation of an event. Gamson, Croteau, Hoynes and Sasson write that 

representation dominates over reality because in the news media, representation is substituted for reality 

(1992: 374). This means that the news media are portraying their versions of reality through representation. 

Real life can never be portrayed perfectly through the news media, but the endeavour for unbiased and neutral 

representation should govern how phenomena are depicted. Representation becomes problematic when news 

outlets skew events in order to dupe and directly influence news consumers. Chomsky disparages American 

news media for portraying representation as reality in the case of the Vietnam War, “the picture of the world 

that’s presented to the public has only the remotest relation to reality” (2002: 35-37). This is possible because 

news media outlets have agency in defining what is depicted and how. Tuchman (1978) avers that, in the 

selection and dissemination of news, news gatherers are not being governed solely by social norms (which have 

been created by social structure) but rather they are also definers of these norms. However, the social 

construction of the news does not happen in isolation undertaken exclusively by news gatherers, but works in a 

complementary fashion with other cultural signifiers and definers such as the legal system, to reciprocally 

sustain societal norms (Bennett, 1982: 299-301). Specifically, news media are not the creators of legal policies 

(which are generated by politicians and governments) but have the ability to promote or disparage them 

according to the relationship that they have with the policy makers. Also, news media have the ability to 

publicise people’s reactions to policies. Therefore, news is a twofold exercise; it is a social phenomenon which 

is collectively constructed and shared by people; but simultaneously it is developed within the social structure. 

Thus, the news media acts in a cyclical fashion: it is informed by norms but also creates and maintains these 

norms.  

 The ability of the news media to form a framework of norms allows it to construct its own versions of 

reality. Montgomery considers journalism a “knowledge-producing institution” (2007: 1). News constructs a 

certain reality for the audience, but it also is a form of reality maintenance (2007: 4) through its processes, which 

act to conserve the status quo. This status quo is maintained by representations in the media which strengthen 

the leading conventions about the social world. Hoskins claims, “it is through media that perceptions are 
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created, sustained or challenged” (2011: 5). Thus, news media representations are partly responsible for how 

news consumers perceive phenomena, but these perceptions can be changed when representations (and the 

associated ideologies) change. 

 Gerbner and Gross theorise that one’s presence or omission in the media has a direct influence on one’s 

significance in the social world, “representation in the fictional world signifies social existence; absence means 

symbolic annihilation” (2003: 134). Thus, with no presence in the media, people with minority or lower social 

status such as ethnic groups are disenfranchised in society (this theory is explained in relation to gender in the 

section ‘Gender and the News Media’ in the second Literature Review chapter). Their symbolic absence 

reiterates their minority status and preserves it. Correspondingly, dominant groups receive high media coverage 

which perpetuates the status quo. As previously mentioned, representation is linked to power relations. This is 

emblematic in women’s continued disempowerment in society through poor media coverage, which is explored 

in the newspaper articles reporting on female ex-combatants. 

 Similarly, Gerbner claims that private events have no public existence until reported in news. As the 

mass media provide us with information about events of which we have no familiarity or first-hand experience, 

their data therefore shapes consumers’ knowledge, “[p]ublication is the formation and information…of publics; 

the creation and cultivation of public perspectives; the ordering and weighting of shared knowledge” (1972: 53). 

Thus, with consumers having no prior awareness of an event, the news media have a relatively free rein to 

describe happenings which are sympathetic to their ideology.  

 Having examined the news media and their ability to construct their own versions of reality, how this 

is done is now analyse. 

2.3.1 Language 

As mentioned previously, in accordance with Berger and Luckmann’s (1979) perspective of the social 

construction of reality, the news media’s process of producing news constructs social reality via communication. 

Berger and Luckmann describe a conversation as a way of maintaining, modifying and reconstructing subjective 

reality, and like conversation, news is a communicator between speaker (news outlet) and listener (news 

consumer). This communication is possible through language which encapsulates reality. Reality exists outside 

of language, but it is facilitated by language. Language, like the news media, is not a mirror of the world, but it 
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deduces and infers significance, categorises and controls meaning. Language is a socially constructed system of 

communication, and the news media utilise language in order to transmit their socially constructed versions of 

reality. Both language and news have a malleability which allows them to adapt to varying social and cultural 

situations (Conboy, 2007: 5). Socio-political ideology, education and cultural background informs one’s 

understanding of the world and this is represented in one’s use of language. Using language is a shared social 

experience with participants partaking in the construction of reality via communication. Conboy states that 

newspapers are aware of the type of reader that they attract and this is characterised in their choice of language 

which maintains and influences the reader’s view of reality (2007: 11). Words chosen by the news media are 

repeated in debates amongst readers and watchers as (frequently) this is their only sphere of reference for 

events, especially in the international arena. The result of this is a narrow and limited vocabulary which further 

restricts the potential for alternative perspectives in the discussion.  

 The use of language in the description of social groups, such as nominalisation (the changing of a clause 

into a noun), can have a disempowering impact on these particular groups. Fairclough’s examination of 

nominalisation shows how in the media, certain social groups such as the poor (from developing countries) are 

disengaged from the event at hand by referring to them in the abstract and as passive agents (1995: 112).  The 

result of this would be to paint their encounters with collective broad brushstrokes rather than allowing them 

the agency of individual persons with their own immediacy of experience and particularity. Furthermore, 

nominalisation can remove an agent so that causality and responsibility are obfuscated (Fairclough, 2001: 103). 

By using a noun in place of a present or perfect participle the culpability of actions is not immediately 

recognisable, and this can elevate blame from actors who have performed the action, and pin it on the action 

rather than the actor. Fairclough’s generalisation does not allow for interviews or focus groups with individuals 

who are able to tell their story apart from the collective.  

 In addition, the choice of language can be provocative, for example, polarising language, sets up a 

dichotomy or dispute in the text which may or may not be present in real life. These social representations 

sustain systems of difference (Howarth, 2004) through exclusionary discourses of ‘us versus them’. However, as 

the news media are frequently the sole information portals for people who are not in the immediate sphere of 

action, the words used create a construction of reality for the audience. This is evident in Northern Ireland’s 

news media which frames most community work as bridging the gap between Nationalist and Unionist. This 

casts Northern Ireland’s citizens as belonging to two tribes and maintains the simplification that its society is 
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divided along ethnic lines. Words and labels such as Nationalist, Unionist, Republican and Loyalist carry 

connotations which do not allow individuals alternative and fluid ethno-identities. Similarly, as Sri Lanka’s civil 

war was ethno-national, the labels of ethnic identity, Tamil or Sinhalese, carry gravitas. This is debilitating as 

identities are portrayed and perceived as obdurate, intransigent and fixed. Moreover, they are deemed 

unavoidable because labels rely upon prior knowledge and do not challenge the status quo. Relatedly, Fairclough 

(1995) states that presuppositions help to authenticate a phenomenon as reality by grounding it in the reader’s 

common-sense and presupposed knowledge. Presumptions mean that similar instances have occurred in the 

past, hence they have been naturalised and normalised which gives rise to generalisation. This gives the 

phenomenon conviction as it is presented as reality. 

 What is unsaid in news reports is often just as important as what is said. News teams may choose to 

leave out factors which could destabilise the constructed reality that they are promoting. This is particularly 

evident in agenda-setting where a certain news outlet is supporting a political party and wants to cast them in 

the best light, at the expense of transparency.  

 Moreover, language is a crucial factor in the construction of reality because it allows us to 

interpret and classify the world by finding meaning in phenomena. The act of finding meaning is guided by social 

norms which have also been created and are not natural. Spender (1980) applies this idea to patriarchy and 

highlights that the origins of these social norms and rules of meaning lie in male power, which is responsible for 

the myth of male superiority. This is evident in language where the male is standard, and the female is different 

and/or subordinate. Hartley opines that using the pronoun ‘he’ to describe males and females, “is aiding and 

abetting the patriarchal discourse which proposes male as the norm and female as secondary, derived, or just 

plain invisible” (1982: 23). Kramarae (1981) avers that people, especially women, from a particular culture 

cannot use its language equally, because it has been formulated by men, who are the dominant social group 

within the culture. Spender (1980) calls for humans to construct a different reality where the sexes are equal by 

changing how we interpret the world through exposing the falsity of entrenched and arbitrary values. 

 Having considered language, its relationship with news frames is explored in order to draw attention 

to its potential in shaping public opinion and disseminating a particular version of information.  
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2.3.2  Framing 

Language is a major component in framing. The news frame is another instance of social construction in the 

news media which acts as a standard for judging and assessing. Language plays a key role in how a story is 

defined, conveyed and comprehended. For example, language patterns, grammar, stereotypes, metaphor, 

choice of vocabulary and buzzwords all contribute to the context in which a phenomenon is cast and how is it 

meant to be perceived. Thus, language is one aspect of how the news media is socially constructed as it affects 

which reality is presented to the audience. The socio-ideological impetus behind a news story is evident in the 

textual decisions and selections used to describe an event. These choices contribute to the construction of the 

reality at which the news producer is aiming. The reason for examining framing is due to its power to influence 

human consciousness via the transfer of information (Entman, 1993: 51-52). This is especially evident in political 

processes. John – Smith is 

 Goffman’s interpretation of a frame is: “I assume that definitions of a situation are built up in 

accordance with principles of organization which govern events – at least social ones – and our subjective 

involvement in them” (1986: 10-11). Goffman asserts that these modes are manufactured and that the 

established modes of understanding of an event regulate how it is presented in the news. Framing is subjective 

and is a conscious decision to contextualise an event with regards to the news outlet’s ideological agenda.  

 Furthermore, Entman’s definition of framing: “selecting and highlighting some facets of events or 

issues, and making connections among them so as to promote a particular interpretation, evaluation, and/or 

solution” (2004: 5, original emphasis), indicates that certain features of a perceived reality are chosen in order 

to highlight and stress particular interpretations and evaluations of events; and others are downplayed to divert 

the reader’s attention. The news media, 

magnify and minimize, include and exclude…the news media make all the decisions on whom and what 
to include and exclude, or whom and what to feature more or less prominently in their broadcasts 
(Nacos, 2002: 11, 56). 

The news media use “selection and salience” as the basis for framing (Entman, 1993: 52). Thus, framing identifies 

specific elements which are distilled and endorsed whilst simultaneously downplaying dissonant factors in the 

news media. Editors carefully select information to display which will capture our attention and motivate us to 

see these issues as important (Dai and Chen, 2014: 710). 

 Moreover, Entman has developed two sets of framing- substantial and procedural. The former involves 

at least two of the following roles: defining effects or conditions as problematic, identifying causes, conveying a 
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moral judgement, endorsing remedies or improvements (2004: 5). Procedural framing suggests evaluations of 

political actors’ legitimacy. Entman further describes how frames have the capacity to stimulate support or 

opposition to the sides in a political conflict. This capacity is measured by cultural resonance and magnitude. 

Cultural resonance are words and images which are “noticeable, understandable, memorable, and emotionally 

charged. Magnitude taps the prominence and repetition of the framing words and images”. The frames which 

are composed of the most culturally resonant expressions are those with the highest potential for influence 

(2004: 6, original emphasis). The news media can play a legitimising and facilitating role through repetition and 

the absence of alternatives (Happer and Philo, 2013: 333). Therefore, in order for news media organisations to 

be able to put an event in a specific context, they must use recognisable frames of reference. To have maximum 

impact, the news media make use of established reference systems with which news consumers are familiar.  

Gitlin defines media frames as “persistent patterns of cognition, interpretation, and presentation of selection 

emphasis, and exclusion, by which symbol-handlers routinely organize discourse, whether verbal or visual” 

(1980: 7). Constant and enduring signifiers are used to make information palatable and understandable for 

readers and viewers.  

 The saturation of one version of events in each newspaper constructs history in a way that is analogous 

to each ethno-national group, and these convincing stories fit the context of existing beliefs (Laster and Frez, 

2015: 92). The more congruent a frame is with a reader’s political culture, the more likely it is to be accepted 

with “virtually no cognitive cost” as a habitual response (Entman, 2004: 14-15). Moreover, Kronberger and 

Wagner highlight that one’s identification with a particular group influences and restricts how one can engage 

with phenomena, 

[o]ur membership in social groups constrains the ways in which we come to understand an object, and 
conversely, by positioning oneself with regard to an object and by the style we communicate about it, 
we ascertain our belonging to a particular group of people, and simultaneously distance ourselves from 
others (2007: 177). 

Relatedly, Entman opines that frameworks which are incongruent with a reader’s political culture cause the 

story to be blocked, and stimulate the news consumer to undergo a “mental short circuit” and to take “a detour 

that steers thinking down psychologically comforting pathways” (2004: 15). Each newspaper builds upon what 

the audience already knows (Hoskins and O'Loughlin, 2010: 64), and “where there is a lack of alternatives 

presented, the message is much less likely to be rejected” (Happer and Philo, 2013: 328). Furthermore, a narrow 
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and restrictive news media culture fortifies existing beliefs, and Wolfsfeld claims that a “large number of shared 

media has the opposite effect” (2004: 44). 

 Information is marketed in such a way as to portray a particular reality which is the public’s source of 

intelligence. Criticism of this style of framing states that material is packaged in such a constricted and limiting 

framework that alternative ways of viewing the phenomenon are not made available to the audience, which 

fosters a blinkered perception and myopic understanding. Subsequently, the explanation and moral evaluation 

of an event is itself a construction of reality which is presented by the news media.  

 Similarly, the fluidity of social constructionism is apparent in the fickleness of framing which changes in 

conjunction with varying political circumstances (Yoon and Gwangho, 2002: 93). Frameworks can be 

reconstructed in order to frame issues another way, in order to give news consumers different ways of 

understanding phenomena.   

 Not all framing has the effect of disenfranchising consumers through limited representation. Gitlin 

emphasises the practical aspects of framing which categorise events for journalists writing the news stories and 

for readers/viewers (1980: 7). No matter how noble the intent to aid understanding, framing still cultivates a 

certain version of reality. 

 To clarify, not all journalism encourages a one-sided view. Peace journalism advocates balanced 

neutrality and objectivity, however, it is frequently seen that media outlets favour certain standpoints and 

promote these arguments through framing. Having reviewed definitions of framing, the sites and levels of 

framing are examined to show its multifaceted influence on news production and presentation.  

 Entman’s theory of framing postulates that there are four locations in which framing takes place: the 

communicator, the text, the receiver and the culture. The communicator is the news media outlet whose 

judgements guide what is said. The text is how an event is communicated, that is, which stereotypes and words 

are used. The receiver is guided by frames which may or not be those of the text or the communicator. The 

culture is the common frames which are understood by a social group (Entman, 1993: 52-53). Thus, framing is 

pervasive, and its success is evident in its implicitness in news production. 

 There are several levels of framing in the making of news. Firstly, the journalist’s accepted conventions 

of the world in which events are taking place provides the backdrop for reports, and as news is value-laden, 

consequently the journalist’s own values find their way into descriptions of events. News frames have the 
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tendency to make sweeping generalisations, by bundling key concepts, stock phrases, and iconic images to 

reinforce common ways of interpreting developments (Norris et al., 2003: 11). 

 Secondly, news media outlets such as newspapers have their own political and ideological leanings. 

Some newspapers may toe a particular party line and affiliate themselves with the corresponding political party. 

This is emblematic in the philosophical slant of their reporting style which serves to persuade their readers to 

endorse a political standpoint. For example, Northern Ireland’s press is split ethno-nationally: The Irish News is 

Nationalist, and the News Letter is Unionist. One could argue that some stories are framed along ethno-national 

lines. Similarly, Sri Lanka's news media is divided along language and ethnic lines, with state-owned and 

independent news organisations providing news to different communities. For example, the Daily News is 

owned by the state and the Daily Mirror is independent. In the analysis of the newspaper articles, evidence of 

bias and government control have been noted. 

 Moreover, readers choose their newspapers according to their political beliefs, for example, families 

will put death notices into newspapers which are concordant with their own ideology. 

 Thirdly, sources can affect the framing of information. Government officials may appear authoritative 

and reliable; however, journalists may also seek out civic society organisations for breadth and credibility. A 

variety of sources can ensure reliability rather than relying on one source. 

 However, verifiable facts and accuracy are not the measure of neutrality or objectivity, as these facts 

must first be admitted by gatekeepers (Hood, 1972: 417). The news frame acts as a gatekeeper between an 

event and the public (Putnam, 2002: 119). This gatekeeper position filters information and may serve to distort 

phenomena by overemphasising and underselling certain aspects in order to frame positions as positive and 

negative respectively. The news that people receive has been filtered and this act of filtering may have removed 

sources or information which is dissonant with the prevalent and accepted image. Although it appears rather 

far-fetched with regards to Northern Ireland’s news media, in Sri Lanka there are serious press freedom 

violations and journalists are threatened with death (BBC News, 2016). 

 What is more, Yoon and Gwangho highlight that reporters must be respectful and cognisant of 

reporting information which is favourable to the government officials in order to preserve the “symbiotic source-

reporter relationship” (2002: 92). This reliance on the elite undercuts attempts at objectivity and is conducive 

to constructing news from a skewed and partisan angle rather than reporting events impartially. Events are 

interpreted through the lens of officials and this is the version which is proffered to the readers/viewers. Hall et 
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al. (1978) state that those in powerful institutions have their explanations accepted due to the belief that their 

privileged position accredits them with more accurate information concerning a topic than the general public. 

They argue that this casts these people as primary definers with the primary interpretation of an event which 

“commands the field” and sets the terms of reference against which ensuing debate is set. This is debilitating 

and limiting for alternative interpretations which must then work within this framework in order to garner 

attention (1978: 58-59, original emphasis). As previously stated, in order for a certain agenda to be 

acknowledged a recognisable framework must be utilised to which the audience can relate. The downside of 

this is that incongruent or new frameworks which lie outside recognisable reference systems are in danger of 

being ignored.  

 In contrast, Tumber (2002) disagrees with Hall et al. (1978) and claims that factions within the same 

government may give differing accounts. Indeed, there may be inconsistency when individual government 

officials are interviewed, however, when this occurs the government usually gives a press release detailing the 

official position. 

 Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that elite sources are not always the quintessential source of 

information. Investigative journalism does not shuttle information from an elite source to the public but rather 

challenges official sources by uncovering wrongdoing. For example, the United Kingdom parliamentary expenses 

scandal was exposed by the Telegraph Group in 2009. This story revealed how party members took advantage 

of parliamentary allowances to fund their lifestyles and second homes (Martin, 2014). Indeed, in Northern 

Ireland journalists are not at the mercy of government officials who enforce a diktat which must be obeyed. This 

is not the case in Sri Lanka where freedom of the press is under siege.  

 Moreover, framing has a limited effect when it comes to personal experience. Audiences are capable 

of negating framing techniques when their own familiarity with a particular incident overrules a notion put 

forward by the news media.  

 Framing in the news media is responsible for how an event is characterised in its situational context 

and can contribute to public opinion. However, framing can also mean absence of context. Lack of context can 

exacerbate conflicts and obfuscate disputes and solutions. For the sake of sensationalism and attention-

grabbing potential, headlines which are the “entry portal” (Conboy, 2007: 13) for the reader, are chosen which 

are completely out of context. For example, in the case of Meredith Kercher’s murder investigation, the Mail 

Online (the Daily Mail’s online newspaper) vilified murder suspect Amanda Knox: “Amanda Knox, the She-devil 
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with a Dirty Soul: Lawyer's Tirade Against Killer of Student Meredith Kercher” (Pisa, 2011); “Amanda Knox: 

Behind the Hollywood Smile, a Liar, a Narcissist and a Killer” (Rawstorne, 2009). Character profiling uses stock 

types to cast a person in a certain light. By spotlighting a minute part of a person’s character and concentrating 

the lens on this factor, the news media can make the audience condemn or condone the person through 

manipulation of perspective. In Knox’s instance, the news media characterised her as highly sexualised. The 

misrepresentative news coverage shattered Knox’s integrity by distorting her actions and personality with 

lascivious connotations. The tabloids used salacious headlines: “Foxy Knoxy Claims Female Cell Mate Begs Her 

for Sex ‘Because I'm So Pretty’” (Pisa, 2008), to emphasis Knox’s sexual appetite. By casting Knox in the light of 

sexual depravity the news media misleadingly engendered Knox as a sex-crazed nymphomaniac which in turn 

condemned her as a murderer. The news media were guilty of connecting (erroneously) sensuality with murder, 

in this case licentiousness was synonymous with murderous. Also, some news media sullied and defiled Knox’s 

character in order to make her seem more capable of murder. Greenslade (2011) records the Daily Mail’s 

invented colour writing which published the wrong verdict online and embellished articles with fictional details. 

The purpose of this libidinous coverage was not tied to the quest for justice for Kercher, but rather the purpose 

was to create a lubricious character in a constructed reality, to sell newspapers and garner more news 

viewers/listeners, because sex sells. 

 In summary, framing in the news media augments the social construction of the news by emphasising 

and omitting details to create a framework which is conducive to promoting a certain viewpoint. This defines 

and demarcates the milieu in which public discourse occurs. 

 Related to framing is the headings of articles. The title sets the tone of the article which affects the 

mood and provides an additional source of meaning. In keeping with (Hall, 2003),  this lessens the potential for 

polysemous readings of the article and reinforces the preferred reading. White (2012) writes that Barthes argues 

that captions of photographs anchor the preferred reading of images, and this is applicable for titles, or 

headlines, and the following body of the article. The title prepares the reader for a message and guides the 

reader towards the dominant reading. This excludes the potential for different interpretations (White, 2012: 

29). Moreover, the title aids the reader in navigating through the competing sections, and lures him/her in. By 

using extreme vocabulary this guarantees the reader’s attention 

 With the theories of framing outlined, news values are reviewed. 



 28 

2.3.3 News Values 

News framing is closely related to news values which promote simplicity. In the instance of conflicts, framing 

simplifies disputes into binary dichotomies for the sake of palatability. The criterion of news values is to judge 

happenings to be newsworthy or not and thus, “making news is a negotiated enterprise” (Tuchman, 1978: 6). 

Hall comments that out of the millions of issues in the world, only a miniscule percentage actually become news 

stories (1981: 234). News values are the guiding principles for this profitable percentage. Smith characterises 

news values within a market-place where worth is decided amongst buyers and sellers of unequal wealth (1978: 

145). 

 Newsworthiness and news values play a major part in determining what news is, how certain issues are 

chosen for broadcast and how the news corporations decide what citizens need to know.  

 The news media do not simply and transparently report events which are ‘naturally’ newsworthy in 

themselves. ‘News’ is the end-product of a complex process which begins with a systematic sorting and selecting 

of events and topics according to a socially constructed set of categories (Hall et al., 1978: 53). Occurrences do 

not simply exist in crude form and are then picked in a random fashion by news gatherers. Instead, categories 

of interest decide what occurrences will make the news. These categories have been investigated by Galtung 

and Ruge (1965) and will be discussed below. 

 Galtung and Ruge (1965) studied international news reports in order to ascertain if and what elements 

they had in common, that is, what made certain events take precedence over others. Their comprehensive 

criteria of news values identify social categories which determine what issue is branded as newsworthy and 

receives priority in airtime and column space. This prioritising effectively ranks issues in order of importance, 

which in turn influences how viewers/readers grade and classify them. News values contribute to the social 

construction of the news media as they define the selection process where news teams decide what is to be 

included and omitted in the news on a given day. This selectivity creates a patchwork reality which has been 

fabricated by human choice, that is, news teams’ subjective decisions feed a partisan re-presentation of the 

reality which they decree fit for public consumption. Moreover, the determinants of newsworthiness are 

humans which means that what constitutes a news story is governed by human priorities and is not an 

unprocessed organic incidence.  
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 Galtung and Ruge remark that news values are acultural and do not vary significantly from nation to 

nation, however, story elements which are compatible with a news outlet’s particular political partisanship will 

be highlighted (1965: 67-68). Here Galtung and Ruge are not homogenising news agendas, but rather they mean 

that there are certain structural formats of stories more conducive to news broadcasting. 

 The eight news values deemed culture-free are as follows: frequency (a short time-span is preferred 

rather than long processes); threshold (the bigger the impact of a story indicates its importance); unambiguity 

(a story which is clearly and easily understood and can be simplified by the news media. Simplification is utilised 

for the sake of uncomplicatedness which makes happenings clear for the audience. This can be done by whittling 

down [perceived] inconsequential details to lay bare the ‘unadulterated’ facts. However, by removing context 

this leaves the facts vulnerable to distortion without a grounding in the situation and political climate. Moreover, 

it is arbitrary which details are dismissed as unnecessary); meaningfulness (a story which has cultural similarities 

with, and is relevant to, the home nation); consonance (an event which matches expectations); unexpectedness 

(the rarity of an event makes for good news); continuity (once an interesting story has hit the headlines it will 

continue to be covered in order to justify its presence – or to follow developments – news media are often 

accused of not following the story to the end); composition (this offsets foreign news with domestic news in 

order to foster a balance). The news values which Galtung and Ruge invoke as culturally specific are: reference 

to elite nations (first world countries’ issues are higher in the agenda); reference to elite persons (celebrities and 

people in positions of authority are more newsworthy than ordinary people); personalisation (focus on an 

individual rather than a group); and negativity (bad news ranks more highly than good news) (Galtung and Ruge, 

1965). The news values of Galtung and Ruge (1965) dictate that people are drawn to conflict and negative news, 

for example, conflict, an assassination attempt, an explosion or a mass shooting. According to the news values, 

a sudden disaster or simple stories draw more attention from news consumers than protracted processes such 

as peace-building. However, it is often lamented that the news media only focus on depressing events.  

 Conversely, Soroka et al. (2015) argue that news consumers respond more strongly to negative news 

than positive. Trussler and Soroka (2014) found that participants in their research purported to prefer positive 

news although they selected news stories with negative content. Thus, although people bemoan the glut of 

negative news and blame journalists for its proliferation, Trussler and Soroka’s research concluded that the 

demand side from consumers outweighed the supply side from news gatherers. 
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 This proclivity for negativity could result from evolutionary processes where humans look for early 

warning signs of danger, for the sake of self-preservation (Trussler and Soroka, 2014: 363). For example, if an 

act of terrorism were perpetrated, people need to be kept informed in order to avoid the area, or to be alert to 

other threats. 

 To return to Galtung and Ruge’s news values, they are not an exhaustive list nor are they set in stone. 

Ultimately, these news values are vast generalisations of patterns which may clash with the introduction of 

social media. Social media can be seen increasingly as the new source for information rather than formal outlets 

such as newspapers and news channels. Through the accessible platform of social media, ordinary citizens can 

now receive publicity for performing ordinary duties, which does not fit into the categories of unexpectedness 

or elite persons. Users of Twitter, Facebook and Instagram can broadcast daily activities to large audiences which 

previously would have been limited to mass media news outlets. Through social media there is the opportunity 

to reach many without the need for backing from elite sources. To further this point, although those in 

developing countries often have fewer opportunities to influence the news media and there is lower access to 

the internet, computers and smart phones, the small numbers of people who do have this access can broadcast 

first-hand experiences of natural disasters, poverty and corruption in government, to the world without the 

need the for news outlets. Moreover, news media outlets are effectively being bypassed by the populace, which 

cuts out journalistic techniques of framing and agenda-setting. This does not mean that the information is not 

being socially constructed, as all experience is interpreted before being communicated, but it does mean that it 

is not filtered through the media machine with its established set of codes. One could say that the material is 

free of imbuement from the news media who have political leanings, however it is still ideologically informed. 

This is emblematic of the social constructivist character of the news which cannot inform in a purely neutral and 

uncoloured manner. What is worrying about the social media influence on news, is that information is not 

(usually) rigorously fact-checked or publicised in accordance with broadcasting regulations unlike professional 

news organisations. This can resultant in erroneous material misleading people. For example, innocent people 

may be implicated in matters in which they were not involved, simply because they have the same name as 

another person who was involved. 

 Having evaluated how some of the news values may not fit perfectly with contemporary society, 

criticism of how they foster an asymmetrical view of the world needs to be discussed. Issues which do not fit 

the checklist of news values are left out, creating information gaps (Hart, 1991: 101) with over- and under-
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reported matters. The continued use of news values has given rise to an environment where rare events or the 

activities of celebrities are the ‘bread and butter’ of reporting and thus drama is preferred over lacklustre issues 

(Bloch and Lehman-Wilzig, 2002: 154). Their institutionalisation restricts and informs how stories are written 

and chosen and this allows for very little leverage to manoeuvre a focus on complicated and protracted 

happenings such as peace-building because news consumers are unfamiliar with this layout. However, audiences 

have begun to speak out against coverage of television personalities such as the Kardashians and the 

unimportant aspect of politicians’ dress sense and looks, and demand attention be given to pressing issues.  

 With news values having been examined, now the use of imagery is considered.  

2.3.4  Imagery 

Film footage or photographs taken at the time of an event do not guarantee objectivity and facticity. Images 

may appear to document a happening, but the following factors all contribute to constructing a reality which a 

newspaper/bulletin want to show to their audience: the framing of the pictures, voice-overs, positioning in 

newspapers, captions, selection of poignant imagery and editing to show certain actors in a positive or negative 

light. This usage undermines impartiality and furthers a political agenda. Imagery does not simply show reality 

as it is, but it composes a version of social reality pertinent to political partisanship.  

 As mentioned before, Bennett (1982) developed the concept of the news media signifying and defining 

the behaviour of deviant ‘outsiders’ as endangering and violating conventional social norms. By vilifying their 

unorthodox actions as in direct opposition to codified behaviour or socially dominant notions of lawfulness, the 

news media served to preserve and promote the status quo. These ‘outsiders’ were presented as destabilising 

normative societal values which has consequential significance on (for example) economic downturns and civil 

unrest.  

 This is evident in the coverage of refugees and migrants fleeing war in 2015 and 2016 where images 

were used to provoke unsympathetic responses: “Borderless Britain: Torrent of Stowaway Migrants Head to the 

UK” (Chapman, 2015). Refugee children arriving in Britain in October 2016: “Another All-male Coachload of 

‘Child’ Migrants Arrives in Britain- But Officials WON'T Say How Many There Are and WON'T Do Dental Checks 

to Prove They're Really Children” (Tonkin, 2016). Some right-wing news media organisations were vilifying 

refugees as money-grabbing economic opportunists who wanted to come to the UK in order to claim benefits, 
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rather than as traumatised and persecuted refugees attempting to escape conflict. Also, refugee children were 

cast as adult males attempting to dupe the system by pretending to be minors. Instead of sensationalising the 

refugee crisis, responsible and sensitive reporting is needed so that news consumers can understand the reasons 

for the vast exodus of people rather than just the scare-mongering from reckless news media. 

 Another example of how images are used in the news media is evident in research carried out by The 

Glasgow University Media Group (1976). They examined the television news coverage of the 1975 industrial 

strikes between management and trade unions in Great Britain by analysing where the stories featured in news 

programmes and how they were presented. For example, on BBC 1, industrial items and economic matters were 

juxtaposed purposefully with “a resultant strong implication of a causal connection” (1976: 118). This framing 

indirectly placed blame and culpability on the unions’ industrial action resulting in cultivating anti-union public 

opinion. The Glasgow University Media Group drew attention to the news media’s habit of setting up the 

contrast of “facts versus events” (1976: 139). The managers stood for ‘facts’ and the unions for ‘events’. The 

images of workers protesting on picket-lines depicted them as the cause and origin of conflict rather than as the 

reaction against bad managerial and ministerial decisions. Consequences of the disputes were highlighted, such 

as the effects on and the disruptions to the everyday functioning of society, yet causes were downplayed. In 

addition, the setting of interviews impacted on the validity of the unions. Management officials were 

interviewed in the sanctity and serenity of their offices whilst workers were interviewed in picket-lines or on the 

street amongst the throng of protesters and noise. Managerial representatives were given more time to explain 

their opinions than trade unionists, and emphasis was placed on events and actions rather than on the 

underlying causes of the dissatisfaction and disputes. The news media gave an impression of impartiality by 

providing airtime to both sides of the disagreement, however, the framing and positioning steered the viewer 

to come to the conclusion that the managers were a rational united group trying to placate the unruly and 

disruptive unionised working-class. By framing the dispute in terms of the reasonable managers and trouble-

making workers, the news media “continually reinforce[d] a managerially skewed view of industrial relations” 

(Glasgow University Media Group et al., 1980: 188-189). Thus, Glasgow University Media Group concluded that 

the fabrication and manipulation of events, and the careful arranging and juxtaposing of interview slots guided 

the audience to view the trade unionist as a menace to civil society. Moreover, the news was constructed 

according to power relations in society and hence it was biased towards the powerful at the expense of the less 

powerful.  
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 As the theoretical underpinnings of the news media have been discussed, how the news media interacts 

with conflict is now considered. 

2.4 THE NEWS MEDIA AND CONFLICT 

The news media’s association with conflict and violence stems from past events where news broadcasts and 

newspapers nurtured nationalism which incited wars (Ramsbotham et al., 2011: 360). In addition, the news 

media have been used to divide people and disseminate disparaging and harmful views about certain ethnic, 

social and cultural groups. For example, Rwanda’s radio station Radio-Télévision Libre des Milles Collines (RTLM) 

reported extremely vehement propaganda against Tutsis in order to incite Hutu hatred and violence towards 

them. The radio accounts warned of Tutsi attacks in order to cultivate an atmosphere of fear and loathing. Hutus 

who were not attacking Tutsis were shamed on the radio and identified by name, thus in order to protect 

themselves they had to take up arms against their Tutsi neighbours. Here, the radio messages were a factor in 

the genocidal campaign (Des Forges, 2007) and contributed to the violence by broadcasting material which 

encouraged animosity.  

 Ross and Alankus declare that news media play a substantial role in the “production, representation 

and legitimisation” of pugnacious conflict as the normative and appropriate means for solving and managing 

intercommunal violence and political antagonisms (2010: 241). Thus, according to Ross and Alankus (2010), the 

news media are culpable for intensifying and prolonging conflict between communities and ethno-national 

groups. In ethno-national conflicts, such as Israel-Palestine and the Basque Country, news media can be seen to 

polarise the antagonists.  

 Related to the relationship between the news media and conflict, is the connection between the news 

media and terrorism. 

2.4.1 The News Media and Terrorism 

The news media and terrorism have a more harmonious relationship than the news media and peace because, 

an act of terrorism is in reality an act of communication…terrorists have the need to communicate in 
mind, when they plan and stage their violent incidents; terrorists go out of their way in order to provide 
the mass media with cruel, shocking, and frightening images” (Nacos, 2002: 10).  
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The news media are part of the machinery and architecture of terrorism and they “unwittingly…facilitate the 

media-centred terrorist scheme” (Nacos, 2002: 40). The publicity that the news media accord to acts of terrorism 

is worth more than financial resources, 

[t]errorists perform their violent street theatre not, or not only, to harm their immediate victims but to 
obtain the attention of mass publics that they could not reach without the media communicating their 
deeds and carrying their messages. Inadvertently, then, the media play a central role in the calculus of 
political violence and are put into positions where they can magnify or minimize these kinds of acts and 
their perpetrators, or, of course, they can provide coverage that avoids either of these 
extremes…nonviolent anti- and counterterrorist measures are chronically under-reported unless these 
initiatives come in the wake of major terrorist incidents (Nacos, 2002: 193-194). 

This attention is especially guaranteed if the act of terrorism is against non-combatants, it is “committed with 

the intention to publicize the deed, to gain publicity and thereby public and government attention” (Nacos, 2002: 

17, original emphasis). An act of terrorism is assured of news media attention, because the news media are 

providing information to the public so that they may be informed about a threat, and act accordingly. 

 In addition, society’s fascination with the macabre, means that terrorism ensures high ratings for news 

outlets. For example, Van Atta writes, 

[t]he media has also sometimes made the mistake of presenting terrorism as entertainment. ‘In a 
perverse manner, terrorist activities can be entertaining,’ noted Bernard Johnpoll, a political science 
professor. ‘As the public is entertained by movies of horror, terror, and catastrophe, it is entertained 
by the reports of acts of violence and terror.’ It is an inexorable, if abhorrent, axiom that violent acts 
like terrorism increase print media readership and television ratings. Thus, terrorists and journalists are 
involved in an intricate, symbiotic dance that ‘professionally’ benefits both, despite all protestations to 
the contrary. It behoves [sic] responsible journalists to make it less of a waltz of death and more of an 
arms-length quadrille. But the mindless quest for ratings and revenue has led to serious lapses of good 
judgment…Like it or not, the media is still an integral, unfortunate, and unavoidable part of achieving 
the terrorist's aims- and, therefore, must be as judicious and responsible as possible in its reportage 
(1998: 68). 

As the news media were once instrumental in broadcasting terrorist events, which was one of the main goals of 

terrorism, to publicise their message, can the same principles be applied to peace? Can the news media be 

instrumental in peace-building, by providing saturated coverage of peace processes? This may be answered by 

examining the role of the news media in society through mediatisation. This is the theory that the news media 

is part and parcel of an event, that is, the event is constituted by the news media (Hoskins and O'Loughlin, 2009: 

4). This is particularly poignant in the relationship between the news media and conflict, “[t]he conduct of war 

cannot be understood unless one carefully accounts for the role of media in it” (Hoskins and O'Loughlin, 2010: 

4); and the news media are “capable of enacting and performing conflicts as well as reporting and representing 

them…they are actively ‘doing something’ over and above disseminating ideas, images and information” (Cottle, 



 35 

2006: 9). Could the notion of the involvement of the news media in conflict, be applied to peace-building? Peace 

poses no risk to the populace thus people grow complacent towards it. 

 Therefore, the news media’s role in the exacerbation of political violence, terrorism and wars, is more 

familiar than its potential role in peace-building. As the news media have the capacity to exacerbate conflict, it 

could be argued that the same potential could be utilised to foster peace. However, Bratic and Schirch (2007: 7) 

urge caution when equating the news media’s impact on peace with its influence on violence. Bratic (2008) 

bemoans the fact that mass communication’s positive impact on reconciliation in post-conflict societies has not 

been thoroughly explored. Hence, there is a call for greater exploration in the news media’s role in peace-

building, which is one of the motivations for this research. Now, this relationship is explained in order to better 

understand how the news media could aid post-conflict reconstruction in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka. 

2.4.2 The News Media: Inciting Conflict or Building Peace? 

To begin, peace-building must first be clarified. In this research, peace-building is understood as cultivating 

sustainable peace by dealing with the underlying sources of conflict (Galtung, 1976; Lederach, 1997). It must 

address original inequalities and build institutions to make peace maintainable and supportable. Next, the 

debate surrounding the role that the news media could play in peace-building is elucidated. 

 As Wolfsfeld states, there is a distinct dearth of material dedicated to the role of the news media in 

peace processes, yet plenty written on the media and conflict (2004: 8-9). Peace is not attractive to the news 

media, because if one follows the news values of Galtung and Ruge (1965) negativity is more profitable: ‘if it 

bleeds it leads’. Violent conflict makes headlines as it adheres to these values. Consequently, the propensity to 

cover conflict misrepresents reality, as conflict appears as the norm and peace as the exception (Bratic and 

Schirch, 2007: 8). 

 Moorcraft and Taylor describe the high media coverage awarded to warfare as “parachute journalism”, 

where once the fighting has ended, the journalists leave without the same proportion of consideration given to 

the ensuing peace operations (2008: 214). Hence, the public are fed what the news media deem appropriate 

and interesting, and as the news media consider peace reporting as low on the agenda, the public are served 

large helpings of conflict, resulting in a learned appetite for warfare and a small consideration for peace 

negotiations. 
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 In order to combat this normalisation of violence, Lynch and McGoldrick avers that to spotlight and 

change the disposition of the news media to warfare, one must work within the news media’s realm (2010: 81). 

Thus, it is imperative to explain the relationship between the news media and peace. Peace is a complicated and 

protracted process, thus by its very nature it does not fit well with journalism. Wolfsfeld (2004) puts forth 

comprehensive reasons for the friction between the news media and peace: immediacy, drama, simplicity and 

ethnocentrism. As conflict is the alimentation of the news industry (Wolfsfeld, 2004: 9), there is incongruity 

between peace and what is considered news (Njoroge, 2010: 294). The two aspects of Wolfsfeld’s (2004) work 

which are applicable to this study are as follows: the news media are interested in conflict not peace as it is the 

lifeblood of the news industry, thus violence gains more airtime and coverage; and the news media demand 

immediacy whereas peace-building is a lengthy process.  

 In addition, Condit and Cottle comment, “media attention tended to be drawn towards violence” (1997: 

285); and Fawcett declares that the textual and discursive constraints on conflict reportage privilege conflict 

over conciliation (2002: 213). It appears that the news media are drawn to conflict and violence rather than 

peaceful situations. The consequences of this are asymmetrical coverage of conflict and peace, and the 

misrepresentation of communities.  

 This misrepresentation is evident in the news media when ethno-national conflict is often reduced to 

antagonism between two (or more) groups with disparate national identities predicated on their respective 

ethnicities. This reductive portrayal is in danger of depicting the cause of ethno-national conflict as essentialist 

innate differences rather than socially constructed dissimilarities (Allen and Seaton, 1999: 2-3). Moreover, 

Tuchman (1978) highlights journalism’s propensity for ethnocentrism and overly simple diametrical identities. 

The news media are culpable for the signifiers which denote affiliation and marginalisation of ethno-national 

groups, and subsequently it serves to solidify the division between the communities. 

 This can be observed when news media play an active role in the manufacture and preservation of the 

identity (Ross and Alankus, 2010: 243) because it is not a passive stage for the conveyance of ethno-national 

discourse. Peleg blames newspapers for assiduously safeguarding the inflexible opposition between ethno-

national communities. By rigidly upholding the dichotomy in the news media, this has led to its perpetuation in 

society (2006: 7). 

 However, conversely, Wolfsfeld argues that Northern Ireland’s news media played a substantial role in 

the Northern Ireland peace process. As the Good Friday Agreement was awarded a high level of elite political 
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support, this allowed the news media to follow suit without fear of reproach for disloyalty from readers. 

Wolfsfeld states: “[w]hen all of the major political forces are pointing in the same general direction, it makes it 

easier for journalists to frame news stories accordingly” (2004: 162). To understand the role that the news media 

play in Northern Ireland, the social and political context must be discussed. Despite the societal divide, some 

media outlets are shared between the two communities, especially television and radio, for example, BBC Ulster, 

Cuan FM and Cool FM. In relation to commercial broadcasters, this could be due to owners’ and broadcasters’ 

commercial interests, that is, it is more profitable to appeal to a wider audience than particular sectors of 

society. However, the requirements of obtaining a broadcasting licence in the UK from Ofcom insist on objective 

news coverage. In addition, in relation to the BBC it is a prerequisite of the corporation’s objectives. However, a 

political perspective that is applicable and acceptable to both ethnic groups will bring in a larger audience rather 

than a divisive political agenda (Wolfsfeld, 2004: 174). Wolfsfeld makes the astute point, “[t]his is perhaps the 

only example where the commercial interests of the news media actually benefit those attempting to promote 

peace” (2004: 176). Wolfsfeld claims that the news media environment in Northern Ireland was more conducive 

to peace due to the two ethnic groups using the same news media; moreover, reporting is not sensationalist 

thus the news media did not act as a catalyst to exacerbate the violence or enrage passions (2004: 159, 174). 

Furthermore, Northern Ireland has a free media which does not serve as propaganda for the government 

(however, this research shows that the newspapers in Northern Ireland are more oppositional than other forms 

of news media, and they do present events in a sensationalist manner, and this is discussed further in the 

Northern Irish data chapter and the Comparison and Conclusion chapters). 

 Moreover, Murray, a BBC journalist who covered the Troubles and peace process, is convinced “that 

the coverage of the Troubles and of the peace process helped bring the conflict to an end, simply by telling the 

truth (2012: 24). Wolfsfeld’s (2004) notion that the news media were pro-peace should give rise to favourable 

news media of female ex-combatants, in order to publicise their crucial involvement in building peace. However, 

this is in direct opposition to the academic literature which states that female combatants and ex-combatants 

receive negative coverage. This will be further discussed in the section ‘The News Media Coverage of Female 

Combatants’. 

 To build upon the belief of Wolfsfeld (2004) and Murray (2012) that the news media in Northern Ireland 

contributed to peace, Fortune and Bloh advocate governments using strategic communication to engender 
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attitudinal changes in news consumers in societies undergoing post-conflict reconstruction. They define 

strategic communication as  

a set of guidelines or a framework by which an entity or a government communicates using various 
media…in an organised fashion, with an intended result on a particular reform policy or strategy (2008: 
18). 

Fortune and Bloh (2008) recommend this intended-outcome journalism to build confidence within the 

population as the government processes of peace-building are made transparent, which they argue should build 

credibility and confidence within the population. However, although they speak of legitimate governments, their 

strategic communication outline can be hijacked by any government in order to persuade citizens to accept their 

state authority and reforms. Here the news media is simply a vessel for government control rather than 

challenging and questioning government plans for conflict transformation. 

 Moreover, Howard et al. advocate the news media as a “facilitator of positive social change rather than 

professional, disinterested observer/reporter” (2003: 23). They endorse the idea of the news media being 

harnessed to actively promote peace because “the media is more than a passive indicator of conflict conditions” 

(2003: 26). Furthermore, Bratic and Schirch argue for peace to be packaged as a tangible and realistic product 

to sell to the general public, in much the same way that an idea or change in behaviour is marketed to news 

consumers. 

The new behavior you want people to adopt is the ‘product’ in a social marketing campaign. The new 
behavior needs to be something that is attractive to and in the interest of the consumer in the target 
audience” (2007: 12).  

This suggestion calls into question the notion of agenda-pushing where peace is sold for peace’s sake rather 

than a peace process tackling the underlying inequalities which have given rise to conflict in the first place.  

 The recommendations of Fortune and Bloh (2008), Howard et al. (2003) and Bratic and Schirch (2007) 

directly oppose the journalistic principle of objectivity as their notion of the news media as peace-builder is 

agenda-pushing. This is controversial as although it could be perceived as a noble enterprise to promote peace, 

the act of inducing an opinion or behaviour is the defining element of propaganda. Peace is not to be persuaded 

but to be accepted. McLaughlin and Baker opine that the news media of Northern Ireland engaged in the 

propaganda of peace which ratified the Good Friday Agreement and this is what has sustained the peace process 

(2010: 11). They aver that peace was persuaded through the news media and this is why it has ‘stuck’ in Northern 

Ireland. This oversells the power of the news media and ignores other factors in civil society which affect how 

people accept or reject major phenomena such as peace-building. Truth and accuracy are needed so that people 
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get correct information and know that the news media are reliable. People must be able to trust the news media 

because without credible journalism, people may make up their own truths through hearsay and rumour which 

spread discontent and suspicion. Of course, the news media are not the only source of information, but they do 

have a significant role in moulding popular opinion, thus they must present all the facts to news consumers in 

such a way as to allow them to make up their own minds. 

 The policy-media interaction model helps identify when media coverage induces policy-makers to 

execute a particular policy (Robinson, 2002: 37). Hoskins and O’Loughlin state that the news media can affect 

public opinion, and public opinion is a condition for policy (2009: 58). However, Wolfsfeld’s (2004) Politics-

Media-Political Model negates the policy-influencing potential of the news media, and avers that the 

relationship between the news media and politics is cyclical, but politics is always first.  

 Following on from the idea of the news media augmenting peace, generally the news media are usually 

seen as hazardous to peace-building as there is a “fundamental contradiction between the nature of a peace 

process and news values, the media often play a destructive role in attempts at making peace” (Wolfsfeld, 2004: 

15). News media outlets want to publish stories first due to competition from other organisations. This speed 

can result in mistakes which lead to the public being fed inaccurate information. These errors can be devastating 

to peace negotiations as society may reject the peace agreement, but also, they can cause the public to stop 

trusting the news media. Thus, most peace negotiations are done away from the public domain and kept out of 

the glare of news media (Bratic and Schirch, 2007: 13) in order to be sensitive to delicate issues and negotiations. 

 As the relationship between the news media and peace has been examined, the theoretical 

underpinnings and practicalities of peace journalism are discussed, along with the arguments for and against its 

principles. 

2.5 PEACE JOURNALISM 

The debate surrounding peace journalism has gained traction and energy in the last few decades due to its 

potential to support and promote the resolution of conflict (Kempf, 2007: 2). Its premise is contentious, and this 

is evident in its ability to split journalists and academics with regards to its merits and disadvantages. 
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 Peace journalism was initially conceived by Galtung. Galtung sees peace journalism as contributing “to 

a change in the reporting about conflict from the current focus on violence and war…to a focus on peaceful 

conflict transformation” (2000: 157). According to the principles of news values, peace is less likely to attract 

news media attention than violence as the news media have an insatiable appetite for violence, and it is over-

reported (Nacos, 2002: 39). The data indicates if this reliance on violence as material is preferred over and above 

peace, by word frequency queries, which show how often words are used. Thus, when the words ‘conflict’, ‘war’ 

or ‘violence’ are more numerous than ‘peace’ or ‘peace-building’, this signifies that the newspapers’ favoured 

content is conflict-based, rather than solution or peace-orientated. 

Not only do the media have this perverse fascination with war and violence; they also neglect the peace 
forces at work. Of course, some of this is the result of governmentalism, the fascination with power in 
addition to violence. How about some fascination with peace? And with people? How about giving 
them more voice? As the media work, they amplify the sound of guns rather than muting them. Is this 
because we have the media we deserve? Hardly. It is more because the people who run them are badly 
trained, looking only upward in society, registering the sudden and the negative, not the patient, long-
term work of thousands, millions of citizens (Galtung, 1993: xi). 

Wolfsfeld opines that due to the news media’s reliance on news values, such as immediacy, drama, simplicity 

and ethnocentrism, the news media representations of peace processes are destructive to peace (2004: 15-16). 

These principles would be apparent if the news media dramatise or sensationalise any events involving female 

ex-combatants (Wolfsfeld, 2004: 44). Moreover, ethnocentrism exists in Northern Ireland’s news media due to 

it being split between ethno-national groups, helping to maintain the divide in communities. And in the 

newspapers, when politicians are pitted against each other, or else victims are pitted against politicians (for 

example victims and female former combatants who are now MLAs [Member of the Legislative Assembly]), this 

creates polarisation, rather than balance, which is a draw for audiences. In addition, the ethnocentrism of the 

news media may result in media competition (Cottle, 2006: 105). 

 Moreover, the immediacy of stories means that the “economy of liveness” (live footage of an event) 

ranks more highly in newsworthiness than older material or non-visual reports (Hoskins and O'Loughlin, 2009: 

4). Therefore, the nuanced and thoughtful approach of written peace journalism is outranked by the exigency 

of instantaneity. 

 However, the change in reporting which peace journalism advocates, involves using different means of 

portraying problems so that news consumers are enabled and mobilised to consider new ways to deal with these 

problems, instead of seeking violent responses. Galtung et. al believe that peace journalism is a key part of a 

peaceful world whereby the news media focus on “ways out of conflicts, building a solution culture, not a 



 41 

violence culture” (2002: xvii). The purpose of peace journalism is to explain root causes of conflicts and the ways 

in which they can be rectified, rather than focusing on who is winning the fight. This echoes the views of Galtung 

(1996) and Lederach (1997) who believe that peace-building should cultivate sustainable peace by dealing with 

the underlying sources of conflict. It must address original inequalities and build institutions to make peace 

maintainable and supportable. Here, peace journalism can be seen to be part of the reconciliation process for 

societies recovering from conflict. 

 Furthermore, Lynch and McGoldrick, describe peace journalism as: 

when editors and reporters make choices- of what stories to report and about how to report them- 
that create opportunities for society at large to consider and value non-violent responses to conflict 
(2005: 5). 

Lynch and McGoldrick urge journalists to present conflict in such a way as to foster the desire for peace amongst 

its readers/viewers. They believe that by depicting events as a situation where all sides benefit rather than a 

win-lose scenario between antagonists (2005: 6) peace journalism will destabilise the accepted notion that war 

and violence are the answers to conflict (Greenslade, 2005: ix).  

 According to Lynch and McGoldrick, peace journalism is peace-, truth-, people- and solution-orientated 

(2005: 6). In contrast to conventional journalistic coverage of wars, peace journalism aims to give both sides of 

the conflict equal representation, as opposed to purely offering pictures of distressed victims and vilifying the 

ascribed enemy. That is, when conflict is being covered, peace journalism endeavours to present a fair and 

measured account (which does not legitimise or inflame either side) that allows for the reader to form his/her 

own opinion. Unlike traditional reporting which can present conflict as a zero-sum game (which is debilitating in 

itself as ceasefire is felt as defeat), peace journalism has a reflexive characteristic, enabling the reader to attain 

all the facts in order to have a holistic understanding of contextual background, triggers, causes and reactions 

of the dispute. Lynch and McGoldrick call this anchorage (2005: xvii). 

 Often, in the news media wars and conflicts are presented as stand-alone entities with little or no 

contextual information given, due to a report’s purpose being to grip and interest readers in the here and now. 

However, Lynch and McGoldrick (2005) urge peace journalism’s custom of explaining the cause of conflict, rather 

than the consequences, to prevail over attention-grabbing headlines.   

 This rather cynical view of the news media generalises journalists as only seeking sensationalised and 

fetishised versions of events in order to titillate the news consumer with little or no regard to consequences or 

good journalistic practice. This contradicts news outlets such as the BBC whose ethos is to strive for balanced 
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coverage to report all sides of the story. Indeed, it negates journalistic principles and journalists who practise 

good journalism.  

 Lynch and McGoldrick call for the inconvenient and unsavoury parts of stories, which may be omitted 

from the news, to be included in order to preserve the balance and integrity of the report (2010: 99). Herman 

and Chomsky explain that journalism is constrained by strictures put in place by the political elite in order to 

shape the news. They describe the propaganda model which filters out dissent in order to serve the ends of the 

government (1994: 1-35). Thus, the political agenda determines what is reported and how. Moreover, 

newspapers and news channels are dependent on revenue accrued from advertising and investors, therefore in 

order to remain profitable, the media must be in tune with elite interests  (Herman and Chomsky, 1994: 32-33) 

in order to make their output economically viable. However, peace journalism challenges news values and 

privileged and elite access (Cottle, 2006: 100). 

  In addition, Hanitzsch complains that peace journalism ignores structural restrictions which hinder 

reporters and editors (2007: 1, 5). For example, news bulletins and news articles are constrained by time and 

space which may not permit nuanced contextualisation. However, in response, Lynch avers that these forces 

may have a governing influence, but should not determine what, and how a story, is covered (2007: 1). Lynch’s 

riposte is gallant but out of touch with the reality of the press as it cannot function without investment. 

Therefore, there is a tug of war between furthering the cause of peace and being able to function cost-

effectively.  

 An additional feature of peace journalism is that it favours the voice of the people rather than the elite. 

Lederach laments that non-officials who champion peace are neglected and disenfranchised as they do not 

represent authoritative or bureaucratic power (1997: 94). It is notable that government and political officials are 

often called upon to get a robust and reliable version of events, however the populace is not completely 

excluded from comment. Members of civic organisations are asked to give their versions of events, especially 

when a phenomenon involves the local community. What is more, the rise of citizen journalism through social 

media sees people’s tweets and posts being brought into mainstream news. For example, on the Victoria 

Derbyshire programme the public are asked to tweet and WhatsApp their opinions which are then read out on 

air; and in the Belfast Telegraph there is an online section where readers’ views are published. Therefore, peace 

journalism is not the only advocate for public voices being heard over those of the elite. 



 43 

 Another key aspect of peace journalism is that it “gives peacemakers a voice while making peace 

initiatives and non-violent solutions more visible and viable” (Center for Global Peace Journalism, 2015). As 

previously mentioned, peace-building is a complex and lengthy process which does not tally with news values 

which demand ‘new’ news now. By giving coverage to entrenched problems and programmes which are working 

to build peace this is helping to inform the public and share information about peace. This is explored in the 

newspaper articles to see how female ex-combatants who are engaging in peace-building are portrayed. It is 

interesting to note how peace-building is depicted in Northern Ireland, which has been ongoing for almost 20 

years, compared with Sri Lanka, whose peace-building is still in the nascent stages. 

 As peace journalism’s principles have been explained, the key arguments against it are now discussed. 

The major objection to peace journalism is the threat to journalistic objectivity. Kempf advises strongly that 

objectivity is vital for good journalism, and that peace journalism is in danger of undermining its integrity by 

bypassing objectivity in favour of advocacy. Kempf cautions against this as it is a slippery slope to public relations 

and propaganda, neither of which are conducive to good journalism, or peace-making (2007: 7).  

 In defence of peace journalism, Youngblood states that journalists have a duty to use their platform to 

promote peace by facilitating dialogue (2017: 2) in order to “give peace a chance” (Lynch, 2008). Yet Youngblood 

contradicts this statement by saying that peace journalism is not open advocacy for peace (2017: 4, 5, 66). 

Perhaps this is a matter of semantics, but by promoting peace, this is advocating peace. Lynch endorses peace 

journalism as creating an atmosphere for peace to grow. However, should the news media be constructing any 

sort of environment for peace? For a functioning democratic society to operate effectively, the news media 

cannot be advocates for anything. A journalist’s role in society, whether in peace or conflict, is to report what is 

in front of him/her in an unbiased and balanced fashion. Although pure objectivity is impossible, as subconscious 

predispositions exist, there should not be a mindful endeavour to represent the world in a prejudiced way.  

 Another key objection to peace journalism is the notion that it implicates journalists in peace-building. 

Adam and Holguin see peace journalism as pro-active journalism with an intended outcome to promote peace, 

“there is a moral responsibility for journalists not just to observe- but to try and use the unprecedented power 

of the media to help build peace” (2003: 5). This is controversial as journalists are not trained peace negotiators 

and it undermines their principles of objectivity making them untrustworthy in the eyes of the public.  

 In relation to this, the news media could be used as a go-between between belligerents.  Rempel (1993) 

sees peace journalism as going beyond a public service, to inform the actors and agents involved in the dispute 
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itself. This communication has the potential to evade war by explaining one side to the other. Rempel quotes 

Priestland, “the only substitute for war…perhaps the only defence against it, is communication” (Priestland in 

Rempel, 1993: 146). In addition, Peleg claims that the news media (when applying the principles of peace 

journalism) should assume the role of mediator in order to act as an intermediary between the warring factions 

(2006: 2). 

 In opposition to this notion, Hanitzsch declares, “peace journalism unacceptably diverts political 

responsibilities from politicians and policy makers to journalists” (2004a: 484). This particular criticism is that 

peace journalism suggests that the hefty task of achieving peace is placed on the shoulders of journalists rather 

than policy-makers (Hanitzsch, 2004a: 485); and that it overestimates the influence that the news media have 

on political decision-making (Hanitzsch, 2007: 1). 

 Loyn criticises peace journalism for presenting a prescriptive doctrine for reporters which draws them 

in to being active agents engaging in participatory journalism and peace-making which consequently 

compromises their reliability. Loyn’s (2003) principle is to,  

seek to find out what is going on, not carrying any other baggage. If there is conflict resolution we 
report on it in context. We do not engage in it. 

Loyn’s position is that a journalist must be an observer not a player (2007a: 3), that is, he/she reports on events 

without getting involved in mediating between actors. Loyn further stresses this point: 

[t]he biggest problem with Peace Journalism is where it puts the reporter. It demands engagement as 
a participant, rather than recognising that while of course there is no such thing as a transparent 
observer, the implied contract with the audience is that the standpoint of the reporter is at least an 
attempt to be an observer; we are not there to make peace (2007b: 2). 

This is echoed in Kempf who declares that a journalist is not responsible for reducing conflict, but for reporting 

it. His/her accountability lies in how it is reported (2007: 3) and the task is to report accurately. A journalist’s 

function is not to mediate disputes between warring parties. 

 Although the news media can be a “conduit for interaction and dialogue” (Spencer, 2004: 11), 

Youngblood counters this criticism by stating that peace journalism does not ask any journalists to join political 

actors at the negotiating table, but rather they can mediate through their jobs by reporting on events (2017: 

72). Moreover, Peleg states that journalists are the intermediary between the inciters of conflict and the public, 

but that political responsibility lies with the populace, not the journalist (2007: 5). Peleg’s argument is that peace 

journalism acts as an enabler, that is, it provides the public with the information in order to equip people to 

make a change. Peleg awards journalism a higher responsibility than a mere channel for transmitting material 
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through an unbiased and indifferent journalist. In Peleg’s view, journalism is to be a vehicle and catalyst for 

change which enables the journalist and populace alike to participate in this change (2007: 4). Wolfsfeld goes 

further and explains how the news media’s role in peace-building can be fruitful, 

[s]ome environments are more likely to produce positive news about peace because they 
fundamentally alter journalists’ working assumptions. The nature of the political environment is 
important because journalists reflect and reinforce the existing climate of opinion. The nature of the 
media environment is significant because it helps define the norms and routines for producing news 
about peace...The most important political factors are the degree of elite consensus in support of the 
policies and the number and intensity of crises associated with the process. The greater the degree of 
elite consensus and the lesser degree of crisis, the more likely it is that the news media will play a 
constructive role in a peace process (2004: 44). 

Indeed, it is not a journalist’s obligation to be involved in peace discussions, however, journalists must be 

culpable for and cognisant of how their representations of conflict groups could reignite violence, magnify 

antagonisms and unravel progress in peace negotiations. In post-conflict societies, peace journalism’s solution-

orientated resolve of a win-win situation could be applicable and pertinent. 

 The last objection to peace journalism is that it can be interpreted as suppressing troublesome truths 

in favour of preserving peace agreements where damaging information may wreck fragile negotiations. The 

news media’s “role is to make the public aware of the plurality of perspectives and provide a fair critique but 

not at the expense of misinforming audiences” (Happer and Philo, 2016: 146). Hanitzsch holds such a view, 

[s]hould journalists hold back certain facts from public attention when they think that this information 
could cause subsequent acts of violence after the news has been published? Who will define what facts 
are eligible to be reported and what information may disrupt social order? (2004b: 171). 

A free press underpins democracy by acting in a watchdog capacity and holding governments to account, thus 

censoring disruptive material is fundamentally undemocratic. Youngblood disputes that peace journalism sugar-

coats news or downplays problematic issues, but that, instead peace journalism offers non-violent solutions by 

framing information in non-inflammatory ways (2017: 77).  

 To conclude on peace journalism, it is not a panacea to conflict. Nevertheless, its guidelines are 

principled, especially the removal of the zero-sum game and victor versus loser which incite conflict and can 

derail delicate peace agreements; and the inclusion of balanced and accurate reporting. However, from analysis 

of the debates for and against peace journalism, it appears as nothing other than good journalism. Nevertheless, 

Peleg has said that peace journalism is not merely good journalism but different journalism (2007: 7). 

 In addition, although Youngblood (2017) emphatically insists that peace journalism is not an advocate 

for peace, the facilitating of an “atmosphere conducive to peace and supportive of peace initiatives and 
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peacemakers” is promoting peace. The news media should not frame or represent persons or events to provoke 

conflict, but it also should not nurture propaganda which is favourable to peace. A journalist’s role in conflict or 

peace is to report in an impartial, balanced and accurate way. 

 As the advantages and pitfalls of peace journalism have been interpreted, solutions journalism is 

elucidated as a replacement for peace journalism. 

2.5.1 Can Solutions Journalism Do What Peace Journalism Can’t? 

Solutions journalism is the “rigorous reporting about how people are responding to social problems” (McCann, 

2016). It advocates a practice of journalism that, instead of simply reporting on atrocities which are happening 

in the world, gives coverage to programmes which are dealing and responding to issues (Benesch, 1998). This is 

to only include active policies with results and evidence, rather than theoretical musings on how to address 

concerns. In the cases of Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, this would mean articles looking at peace-building 

activities and tracking how successful these have been in their respective societies. Solutions journalism does 

not require participatory journalism where the journalist becomes involved with a group or movement seeking 

to solve problems; but rather it is a toolkit for journalists to cast light upon injustices by giving visibility to the 

marginalised. This informs the populace of inequalities, holds governments to account and puts pressure on the 

(international) community to remedy the problems. Here the news media are fulfilling their purpose of 

enlightening the public and sharing information. They act as a sounding board and platform for different 

viewpoints and ideologies without one dominant ideology dominating the news, and subsequently dominating 

society and marginalising less dominant groups. 

 In addition, the most forceful voices are frequently not the most knowledgeable thus, solutions 

journalism aims to give visibility to local, respected and legitimate voices from the community. This shift in the 

news agenda encourages longer pieces which are more thoughtful and nuanced. This allows journalists to 

explain why, give context, provide differing views and describe where these views came from. Sambrook (2016) 

suggests that journalists should not report on events before they have the whole picture, as to report first and 

be wrong, is not to be first; it is better to be second and correct. However, this does not always match up with 

real life reporting where people need to know information as quickly as possible and the newsroom environment 

does not allow the luxury of time.  
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 The criticism against solutions journalism is that 

it signals to the reader that the reporter is going to lead them to magic solutions when the reality may 
be a lot more muddled. To me, the greatest single danger here is a paint-by-numbers journalism in 
which an editor orders up a certain kind of feel-good story and a reporter's job is fill in the blanks (Kurtz 
in Benesch, 1998: 39). 

Solutions journalism does not aim to produce ‘feel good’ ‘puff’ pieces to make people forget about negative 

events, moreover, it is not cynical. Gyldensted (2016) declares that solutions journalism is not uncritical but 

rather it is solution-orientated with a future perspective.  

 Solutions journalism may, like peace journalism, appear to rehash the principles of good journalism. 

However, it is calling for an adjustment in coverage where solutions are being highlighted, in the same way as 

how peace journalism appeals for peace-building to be given visibility. It creates a narrative which is engaging 

to the news consumer in an innovative way which does not simply focus on the doom and gloom of the world 

but frames the story from an angle where solutions become compelling to the reader.  

 To conclude, on peace journalism and solutions journalism, the former is a contentious issue which has 

raised many debates between academics and journalists; and the latter is a new concept which has the potential 

to modify certain aspects of peace journalism. Solutions journalism changes the type of questions asked so that 

instead of ‘what role do the news media have in peace-building? It should be: ‘how does what a journalist writes 

affect how people feel about peace-building?’. 

 Finally, the last section deals with victimhood, truth and reconciliation and the past. These factors loom 

large in the aftermath of conflict; thus, it is imperative that their portrayal be analysed in the news media. 

2.6 VICTIMHOOD 

Victimhood is a contested subject (Baumann, 2010) within Northern Irish society. There is much controversy 

over victimhood, as to who is entitled to the label (Brewer and Hayes, 2011). Perpetrators of the Troubles, such 

as IRA members, claim victimhood as they believe that they were victims of the British state. This is contentious 

as some may see perpetrator and victim as mutually exclusive, or else any degree of involvement in political 

violence precludes the right to claim victimhood. Nevertheless, Brewer states that multiple victimhood is 

possible, where the “lines of responsibility are blurred” (2010: 164), and a perpetrator can also be identified as 

a victim. However, 
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[m]ultiple victimhood complicates the claims to moral virtue made by victims and perpetrators in the 
post-conflict setting, confusing the moral landscape. It also ensures that the qualifying status for 
victimhood is both contested and divisive, making policy towards them highly politically charged. Victim 
issues are invariably politicized as a result (Brewer and Hayes, 2011: 75). 

This politicisation is evident in the hierarchy of victimhood (Brewer, 2010; Brewer and Hayes, 2015a; Hearty, 

2016; Lawther, 2017a), with non-combatants at the top, and ex-combatants at the bottom of the ranking. 

Rolston writes: 

there are in fact two classes of victims, deserving and undeserving. The latter are presumed to be less 
than innocent, or worse, downright culpable, implicated in their own suffering. Thus, at the top of the 
hierarchy of victims were those who were ‘innocent’ – usually women and children and usually killed 
as a result of paramilitary violence. At the bottom were members of those same paramilitary groups 
killed by state forces; they attracted little widespread sympathy outside the communities where those 
groups drew support (Rolston, 2000). 

The grading of victimhood has a divisive effect on an already divided society and widens the chasm between 

Nationalism and Unionism. The dispute over the victimhood label and the hierarchy of victimhood have been 

analysed in the data; this theme was especially relevant in Northern Ireland, as it is the case from which this 

literature is derived. However, as this is a comparative PhD, it is imperative to see if similar themes span the 

cases.   

 Brewer and Hayes (2011) declare that victims act as moral beacons, whose status allows them to 

pontificate which perpetrators are worthy of forgiveness or blame, and in this role, they are the synecdoche 

who determines on behalf of the entire society. 

 Another aspect of victimhood is that victims are not in favour of punitive measures towards former 

combatants, and that victims can facilitate the reintegration of ex-prisoners in post-conflict societies (Brewer 

and Hayes, 2015b). Brewer and Hayes (2015b) state that empirical evidence is required on the views of victims 

on the treatment of ex-combatants, due to the controversial early release of prisoners and the “problematic link 

between victims and ex-combatants- both as the bearers and perpetrators of conflict”. They suggest that  

in Northern Ireland’s case victims can be a positive and unifying force in terms of the treatment and 
rehabilitation of ex-combatants and this is particularly the case when victims within the Catholic 
community are considered (Brewer and Hayes, 2015b: 754). 

This was examined in the news media to see how victims’ reactions to female ex-combatants were recorded in 

the articles.  

 In relation to the contention around the definition of victim, how female ex-combatants are labelled in 

the press was analysed. For effective conflict transformation, the label of ‘criminal’ must shift from actor to act 
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(Kirkpatrick, 2017). The prejudice towards ex-combatants (whether male or female), causes patterns of 

representation which may misrepresent these people. 

The employment of offenders is every bit as stigmatised in the USA as it is here. Many employers will 
not even consider people for jobs if they have a criminal record. They are even barred from practising 
some trades that are routinely taught in prison: hairdressing for example…Finding a job is a critical 
success factor in rehabilitation. People with stable lives and stable relationships are much less likely to 
offend. Being unable to find work and help to build that security is a major factor in re-offending and if 
people are unable to become productive members of society then there is a risk of them entering a life 
of crime, at enormous additional cost to the state and to the communities in which they live…In 
Northern Ireland there is a strong tradition of tabloid newspapers running stories ‘exposing’ employers 
who take on ex-prisoners. The general pattern of these pieces is to trot out their offences, suggest that 
the individuals pose a risk to fellow workers and customers and to characterise their employment as 
an insult to victims. In addition there is the widely held belief that when it comes to jobs, ex offenders 
should be at the very back of the queue and certainly behind those applicants who have never 
committed crimes…Penology is the study of punishment. In our legal system the most severe 
punishment available is a prison sentence. There are several reasons for prison sentences, which vary 
according to the nature of the crime and the offender, and sometimes overlap. They are as follows: to 
protect society- an incarcerated person is not in a position to continue offending; to build confidence 
in the justice system, deterring victims or their friends and family from taking the law into their own 
hands; to signal society’s disapproval of the crime and criminal and, to punish the offender, to make 
him or her “suffer the consequences” by being deprived of that most basic freedom, their liberty. All of 
these are valid. Another reason is also often cited: rehabilitation- to reform the character and or 
behaviour of the individual concerned so that he or she is prepared to become a productive member 
of society. The problem is that rehabilitation isn’t working because prison regimes have become 
‘universities of crimes’ a sort of underworld finishing school. Addressing this is unpopular because it 
involves helping prisoners to change, not just punishing them for what they have done. Yet 
rehabilitation is the most important of all because if we could reduce the number of criminals we 
reduce the number of crimes and that makes society safer and saves enormous cost both to our 
economy and the prison system (Garbutt, 2017). 

In the news articles, how female ex-combatants are portrayed in reference to past deeds was analysed to 

observe the stigma which is attached to the label of criminal, as opposed to the label of victim. 

 Related to the theme of victimhood, are truth and reconciliation processes. 

2.6.1 Truth and Reconciliation 

Northern Ireland is a society still deeply traumatised by the Troubles. There were 3526 deaths as a result of the 

conflict (CAIN Conflict Archive on the Internet, 2012) and due to the small size of Northern Ireland, the 

proportion of people affected, whether directly or indirectly, is high. This means those unanswered questions 

are not just relevant to the majority of people over 40 – they are still causing pain and failing to deliver justice, 

and the complete lack of any official way of acknowledging that across society, or memorialising those lost, 

means in essence, that the news media have been left as one of the only bodies still asking questions and not 

forgetting (victims’ groups and NGOs are also asking questions). Northern Ireland has had no independent, 
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international or official truth and reconciliation commissions (Lawther, 2013; Brewer and Hayes, 2015a) 

although there have been unofficial truth recovery processes (Brewer and Hayes, 2015a: 515). One of the 

blockages to instituting an official truth and reconciliation process is the Unionist fear of “moral equivalence” 

(Brewer and Hayes, 2015a) and the creation of a level playing field of inclusive victimhood which would 

encompass not only ‘innocent’ Unionist victims of the Troubles, but perpetrators as well (Lawther, 2013). 

Unionist victimhood would lose its exclusive special status if diluted by more victims – especially perpetrators. 

Moreover, this victimhood would be called into question if a truth and reconciliation commission were to 

uncover Unionist collusion or inaction as causes of the conflict (Lawther, 2013: 161). At the moment, Unionist 

righteousness is protected by the ivory tower of victimhood, where victimhood is one-dimensional and clear-

cut, and therefore unquestionable, unlike the ambiguous dualism of former paramilitaries claiming victim status. 

 Furthermore, the controversy surrounding truth and reconciliation process is that there are competing 

narratives about the Troubles. Competing narratives, which spring from competing ideologies “battle for 

legitimacy” (Happer and Philo, 2013: 324). The differing accounts are connected to political positions and 

commitments- the pro-Union Unionists and Loyalists, and the pro-reunification Nationalists and Republicans1. 

These opposing explanations are ideological as they seek to justify, legitimise and in some cases, decriminalise, 

ways of comprehending the Troubles in order to serve social considerations and interests (Happer and Philo, 

2013: 322). Similarly, in Sri Lanka’s case, films by Calum Macrae document the civilian casualties at the hands of 

the Sri Lankan Government (Macrae, 2011; Macrae, 2012; Macrae, 2013). The films were disputed and 

discredited by the Government who released their own film ‘Lies Agreed Upon’ (Ministry of Defence Sri Lanka, 

2011). 

 The dispute over the preceding events 

reveals certain presuppositions about the relationship between the present and the past, which have 
both historical and political purchase; and the discourse of memory has come to have a central part in 
thinking about that relationship. The idea of contest in the literal sense is apparently a straightforward 
one: it evokes a struggle between in the terrain of truth. If what is disputed is the course of events- 
what really happened- new answers, particularly by groups whose knowledge has been previously been 
discounted, may challenge dominant or privileged narratives. But to contest the past is also…to pose 
questions about the present, and what the past means in the present. Our understanding of the past 
has strategic, political, and ethical consequences. Contests over the meaning of the past are also 
contests over the meaning of the present and over ways of taking the past forward. Ideas of restitution 
and reparation, evoking both financial or political justice and more abstruse compensations such as 
recognition of wrongs done, or readiness to hear and acknowledge hidden stories, all draw on a sense 

                                                           
1 This is a generalisation, and it is neither intended to represent all people who identify as Nationalist, Republican, Unionist or Loyalist, nor 

to offend. 
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that the present is obliged to accommodate the past in order to move on from itself (Hodgkin and 
Radstone, 2003: 1). 

The interpretation of the past relies on memory which is remembered in the present. In Northern Ireland, the 

Troubles are remembered differently, as ideology colours memory. This politicisation of the past creates a 

stalemate to the future as no definitive ‘truth’ can be agreed upon. However, a ‘truth’ could be constructed by 

listening to voices from less dominant sectors of society, such as female ex-combatants. Northern Ireland is 

obsessed with dealing with the past, and its prominent accommodation in the present speaks volumes about its 

significance to the social order. Therefore, if the past were dealt with, that is, finalised, Northern Irish society 

would still not be satisfied because whatever version were proffered, if it did not correspond with one’s own 

beliefs, then it would be rejected. This is considered in the following sub-theme on the past. 

2.6.2 The Past 

In Northern Ireland, the act of ‘dealing with the past’ in order to achieve lasting peace, is ubiquitous. However, 

the past is remembered differently by individuals and collective ethno-national groups. The  

remembered past becomes cultural when it is used to define group boundaries and the actual past is 
misremembered but made to feel as if it is real simply by the fact that it is commonly believed to be 
true (Brewer, 2013).  

The past and memory are critical concepts in the formation and maintenance of identities, which would explain 

why there is such a heavy reliance on the past in Northern Ireland’s news media. Contemporary identities are 

sustained by divisions in the past and competing histories, hence, the news media’s focus on commemoration 

and the pervasive notion of ‘dealing with the past’ which saturates Northern Ireland’s news media discourse. As 

established, the news is an important factor in the construction and maintenance of social identities; and this is 

further exemplified in Northern Ireland’s divided news media, where Nationalist and Unionist newspapers 

espouse different narratives of the same event, due to differing political ideologies. In post-conflict dichotomous 

societies like Northern Ireland, the past is politicised and “can be a weapon when it is used to bludgeon 

opponents and to stymie healing and progress” (Brewer, 2013). The idea of constructing a unified past where 

multiple victimhood (Brewer, 2010) exists, and where there is acknowledgement of trauma on both Nationalist 

and Unionist sides, rather than a clean cut perpetrator-victim dialectic, is repellent to Unionists (Lawther, 2013). 

  The past as a threat to peace (Brewer, 2013) is manifested in the news media, where it is both a 

resource and facilitator of divided discourse on the past, which nurtures division in society. As the past is used 
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to accommodate and explain the present, “frames of meaning from the past continue to structure 

interpretations of contemporary socio-political developments” (Lawther, 2013: 163), this means that conflicting 

narratives of the past cultivate conflicting interpretations of the present, and the future. 

 The news media’s role in this, is that it acts as a memory bank for society, 

the presence (or absence) of an event in collective or social memory is often related to the mechanism 
through which a person originally experienced it (usually through the media), and the ‘fit’ of its original 
representations with the media of the day that reproduce or perpetuate a certain history of warfare 
(Hoskins and O'Loughlin, 2010: 4). 

For those who did not have direct experience of an event, the press are their source of information and 

knowledge, and this then becomes their memory. This is particularly poignant in societies with a divided news 

media, where rival narratives compete for authority. The news media is not separate from society and culture 

(Hjarvard, 2008). Therefore, the discourse from each news source constructs knowledge that is considered true 

(Hall, 1997a: 6), which corresponds with the ethno-national group to which each source is aligned.  

 Memory is 

unmoored yet dominated by media. Forgetting- or perhaps a new careless memory- becomes the 
default condition when there is no need to remember: that social obligation is carried by our digital 
networks and prostheses, ‘prosthetic memory’ as Alison Landsberg calls it. Yet, if we accept Roediger’s 
technology-human memory theory equation…then the glut of media is also a glut of memory; the past 
is everywhere: media ghosts memory. And if this metaphor is too easy, too cheap, it is nonetheless fair 
reflection on what mediated memory has become. Pervasive, accessible, disposable, distributed, 
promiscuous (Hoskins, 2011: 9). 

Northern Ireland needs to remember because the past polices identity boundaries, and because there has been 

no formal truth and reconciliation commission. The news articles are expressions of the past, thus the news 

media are overabundant with memories of the past, because the past has never been resolved.  

 In contrast, Hall declares that identity is predicated on the future as well as the past, 

[c]ultural identity…is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as ‘being'. It belongs to the future as much as to 
the past. It is not something which already exists, transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural 
identities come from somewhere, have histories. But like everything which is historical, they undergo 
constant transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in some essentialised past, they are subject to 
the continuous ‘play’ of history, culture and power. Far from being grounded in mere ‘recovery’ of the 
past, which is waiting to be found, and which when found, will secure our sense of ourselves into 
eternity, identities are the names we give to the different ways we are positioned by, and position 
ourselves within, the narratives of the past (1990: 225). 

Thus, the articles from Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka were analysed in light of the past and the future, to see 

how these factors affected the framing of female ex-combatants. 

 To close on this chapter, the conclusion is presented below. 
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2.7 CONCLUSION 

This chapter has outlined the previous literature on the news media’s role in the social construction of reality; 

the news media in conflict; the applicability of peace journalism’s principles in societies undergoing conflict 

transformation; and victimhood in the press. These canons of existing research have been used to lay the 

foundations for this study. Moreover, the assessment of this literature has aided the analysis of the data and 

the generation of the thesis.  

 The critical evaluation of prior research shows how this PhD contributes to the existing canon of 

research, and where it is situated in relation to other works. 

 The next chapter is the second literature review which deals with gender in the news media.  
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3 Literature Review Chapter: Gender 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

Following on from the previous literature review chapter on the news media, this chapter deals with gender in 

the news media. The engagement with the previous literature sets the scene and drives this study and situates 

this PhD within the existing body of research. The chapter examines several disciplines, namely feminism, 

gender, nationalism, gender and peace, gender in the news media, and women and conflict, and is concerned 

with female ex-combatants’ representation in the news media.  

 This thesis investigates the newspaper articles about female ex-combatants in Northern Ireland and Sri 

Lanka from 2009 to 2015. The rationale behind this research is to observe how female former combatants are 

constructed in the news media with regards to gender, and how their engagement with peace-building is 

reported. These observations were scrutinised and analysed using Hall’s (1997c) theory of representation, the 

critical discourse analysis of Fairclough (2001) and semiotics (Bignell, 2002; Chandler, 2007) to understand how 

representation exists in relation to power and ideology, and how meaning is coded in language. The discourse 

of representation is a constructive practice which takes part in the formation of reality. However, all 

representation is an interpretation of reality, and this is a site of debate in dichotomous societies such as 

Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka. Hence, the newspapers selected for examination are Nationalist and Unionist 

(Northern Ireland), and independent/privately-owned or state-owned (Sri Lanka), in order to record how 

different ideologies are encoded in the portrayals of female ex-combatants. 

 To begin, this chapter reflects on feminism, which may contribute to female ex-combatants’ decisions 

to become involved in peace-building. As feminism’s core principle is equality, this overlaps with peace-building, 

which aims to address previous inequalities (the root causes of conflict) in order to foster an equitable, and 

therefore, in theory, a peaceful society. The concept of peace-building which guides this research is built upon 

Galtung’s theory of peace-building: 

the mechanisms that peace is based on should be built into the structure and be present as a reservoir 
for the system itself to draw up...More specifically, structures must be found that remove causes of 
wars and offer alternatives to war in situations where wars might occur (1976: 298). 
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Thus, a sustainable peace must address the original power imbalances, which is where feminism could offer 

insights in gender quality. 

 This chapter is divided into the following sections: Feminism, Gender, Gender and the News Media, 

Women and Conflict, Female Ex-combatants in Post-conflict Societies and The News Media and Female 

Combatants. This last section includes the depiction of female combatants in the news media, and their 

contribution to peace in post-conflict societies. The aim of this review is to bring together these disciplines to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of the relationship between news media coverage and female ex-

combatants in peace-building.   

 To begin, feminism is addressed. 

3.2 FEMINISM 

Feminism is political, and it seeks to address inequitable political structures and men’s hegemony over the 

political sphere. Reardon describes feminism as an approach which:   

confronts the social, the economic, and psychological reasons for this inequity, in order to rectify it. A 
feminist perspective seeks fundamental political change. A feminist perspective looks toward political 
possibilities for women beyond their traditional roles (1993: 17). 

Feminism is about social transformation and challenging traditional patriarchal structures; it is a movement to 

“raise women’s social status” (Randall, 1991: 5). Feminism and peace-building combined work towards 

constructing a peaceful and equal society, where women have equal participation in decision-making, both at 

elite and community level. Enloe describes peace in feminist terms as “‘women's achievement of control over 

their lives’” (Enloe cited in Kelly, 2000: 48).  

 The reason why this PhD research is significant is that, as previously stated, conflicts arise out of 

inequality. Thus, in order to create a space for protracted peace these inequalities must be addressed in the 

peace-building stage rather than after peace agreements have been made (Benard et al., 2008). There cannot 

be peace without a fair and just polity, and this means inclusion irrespective of sex and gender. Women’s 

presence and active inclusion in political negotiations is crucial for inclusive social justice. Their absence is “a 

grave omission, a sign of ongoing gender inequality and injustice” (Porter, 2003: 262). Pankhurst deems gender 

equality as a major requirement for sustainable peace. 
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In essence, many development policies often failed because they ignored gender issues, and it became 
apparent (through the theoretical and empirical work of feminist academics and practitioners) that if 
gender were taken into account a far greater degree of success could be achieved (2003: 157). 

Gender equality functions to promote equality for all persons regardless of religion, gender or sexual orientation, 

and is a portal establishing human rights for all. For Bryce and Herten-Crabb (2017), the advancement of gender 

equality ensures stability and security, and feminism correlates with support for non-violent conflict resolution. 

Thus, gender equality is not only a measure which helps women, but benefits society as a whole. Hence, it must 

be intrinsically built into conflict transformation rather than a mere add-on to tick the ‘gender box’. 

 According to Hudson (2012) women’s rights are tied to national security. In addition, “[o]ver a decade’s 

worth of research shows that women’s advancement is critical to stability and to reducing political violence” 

(Hudson and Cohen, 2016). Goswami (2015) takes issue with this stance, as good security sense is valued over 

ensuring gender justice and long-term social transformation. The issue with social security is that once or if 

gender equality is not required as a foundational device to consolidate security, then without a commitment to 

gender justice, it will no longer be a priority. Hence, it could be marginalised as it is no longer of value. 

 Gender inequality is a cause and symptom of conflict and frequently women are subjugated before and 

after peace. Consequently, the news media’s demeaning representation and low exposure of women in peace-

building can contribute to the lack of peace and protracted conflict, because press coverage has significant 

influence on news consumers’ opinions (as discussed in the previous chapter section ‘The News Media’). 

 A criticism of feminism, which must be kept in mind, is the generalisation of experience. Feminism 

comes under fire for seemingly portraying a unified front of universality which is indifferent to varied 

experiences of misogyny and subordination. However, it is the very presence of unjust social relations based on 

gender which provide the rationale for feminism (Ramazanoğlu and Holland, 2002: 7). Sawer states that 

feminism has been targeted for presenting a universal front by playing up the common experience of 

subordination and downplaying differences. This essentialism is criticised by post-modern and post-structural 

theorists as the collective identity of feminism does not appreciate the individual (2006: 120). This liberal 

feminist approach, which generalises the universality of gendered male and female roles, is decried by Janus 

who demands that context and political organisation be included in order to avoid superficial hypotheses (1996: 

5-6).  

 The use of two case studies helps to prevent the oversimplification of the female experience, and to 

avoid apolitical and ahistorical interpretations. However, for this study, feminist theory colours the 
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interpretation of the newspaper articles’ portrayals of female ex-combatants. Moreover, feminist methodology 

drives the research design and its applicability is explained in the following methodology chapter. 

 In summary, feminist theory describes the political nature of the relationship between men and 

women. Feminism as a political movement aims to equalise the power imbalance between female and male 

power. It dictates that patriarchal power is a key mechanism in the oppression of women. Due to the unequal 

distribution of power in patriarchal societies, women’s representation in the news media can play homage to 

traditional gender stereotypes. This study focuses on the gender subordination of female ex-combatants’ 

representation in the news media and how that impacts on hopes for social transformation. 

 Closely related to feminism is gender. Gender is a fault line which pervades most social phenomena, 

thus its general outline is provided here in order to understand its influence in the news media’s coverage of 

female ex-combatants. 

3.3 GENDER 

As this research is focusing on the gender of ex-combatants, the concept must be explained to show how it has 

informed the study. Gender is a fabricated concept; it is not a natural phenomenon. It is produced by means of 

social and historical conventions throughout history and is a product of social organisation, “[e]very society has 

a sex gender system- a set of arrangements by which the biological raw material of human sex and procreation 

is shaped by human, social intervention…” (Rubin, 2004: 774). Gender is the social construction of differences 

between men and women, thus, one is moulded to one’s gender, not born to it. De Beauvoir’s oft quoted text 

illuminates this:  

[o]ne is not born, but rather becomes, a woman. No biological, psychical or economic destiny defines 
the figure that the human female takes on in society; it is civilisation as a whole that elaborates this 
intermediary product between the male and the eunuch that is called feminine (2010: 293). 

Here de Beauvoir differentiates between sex and gender. Sex is a biological fact determined by one’s anatomy 

and sexual organs, being male or female. However, gender is acquired.  

 Butler mentions the performativity of gender identity as “instituted through a stylised repetition of 

acts” (2004: 900). These acts which constitute dress and behaviour have been preordained and are acted out 

repeatedly in order to both manufacture and facilitate one’s gender. One’s “gender identity is a performative 
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accomplishment compelled by social sanction and taboo” (Butler, 2004: 901). This identity is stringently 

controlled in some cultures, where there are strict prescribed standards of dress and conduct which women 

must follow; any deviation may incur punitive measures.  This policing of customs is a social process where 

gender is categorised following human interaction and is emblematic of the imbalance of power between men 

and women. Gender does not exist in isolation but rather is constituted in relation to others, for example, the 

comparison between male and female. 

 Like gender, nationalism is also established relative to other national groups, and gender is at work in 

the creation and maintenance of nationalism, as explained below. 

3.3.1 Gender and Nationalism 

Like gender, nationalism is a socio-historical construction produced through human contact and communication. 

Yuval-Davis declares, the “constructions of nationhood usually involve specific notions of both ‘manhood’ and 

‘womanhood’” (1997: 1). Gender and nationalism have a symbiotic relationship; each is informed by the other. 

Mayer states, “[b]ecause nationalism [and] gender…are all socially and culturally constructed, they frequently 

play an important role in constructing one another” (2000: 1). 

 Nationalism masquerades as unity but in fact relies upon exclusion as it is created in opposition to the 

Other. Eriksen states, “national identities are constituted in relation to others, or at least other peoples, who 

are not members of the nation” (2010: 134). This dichotomy of defining through opposition is emblematic in 

sexuality, when classifying a nation’s women, ‘ours’ are pure and wholesome, whereas ‘theirs’ are licentious and 

immoral; ‘our’ men are virile and honourable whereas ‘theirs’ are effeminate and cowardly. A woman’s 

(supposed) libidinousness must be organised and contained in the control measure of marriage, Foucault states 

“[s]exuality was carefully confined; it moved to the home. The conjugal family took custody of it and absorbed 

it into the serious function of reproduction” (1978: 3). 

 Nationality is inextricably linked with sexuality, therefore, this sexuality must be closely monitored and 

controlled in order to uphold the nation. Women’s sexuality is policed through the coded expectations of 

gender. A departure from the codes threatens the nation’s legitimacy by calling into question ‘authentic’ 

national identities.  This obsession with sexuality and its control is grounded in the myth of pure origins. 

Miscegenation threatens the national potency and thus strictures must be in place to curtail it. The product of 
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miscegenation, the hybrid, challenges the dominant discourse and makes the hegemon uneasy, “[h]ybridity is 

heresy” (Bhabha, 1994: 322). It disrupts the unity and oneness of the nation and threatens to undermine the 

principal treatise. Without this hegemony, the dominator is powerless. Therefore, a woman must reproduce 

endogenously in order to preserve the national boundaries and (the perceived) purity of the nation, “[s]exuality 

is something that has to be controlled and disciplined for the purpose of procreation” (Anand, 2007: 261). The 

reason that women must give birth to children who have been fathered from within the same ethno-national 

group or race is that because women are the initial educators of children, they are significant transmitters of 

culture and tradition to the next generation. Thus, they are a key step in the preservation and continuation of 

culture. 

 A woman’s duty could be seen to reproduce the nation “biologically, culturally and symbolically” (Yuval-

Davis, 1997: 2). Moghadam declares 

women are assigned the bearers of cultural values, carriers of traditions, and symbols of the 
community. If the nation is an extended family writ large, then women’s role is to carry out the tasks 
of nurturance and reproduction (1994: 4). 

Sri Lankan women “continue to be constructed as reproducers, nurturers, and disseminators of ‘tradition,’ 

‘culture,’ ‘community,’ and ‘nation’” (de Alwis, 2002: 675-676). Their role is to uphold culture and act as ethnic 

boundaries to outsiders, any deviation from the socio-cultural and heteronormative roles could incur 

punishment and censorship. 

 Women’s reproductive role in society can be hijacked both physically and ideologically for the 

nationalist movement. Anthias and Yuval-Davis hypothesise that women are inclined to partake in ethno-

national struggles in five significant ways: 

a) as biological reproducers of members of ethnic collectivities; 
b) as reproducers of the boundaries of ethnic/national groups; 
c) as participating centrally in the ideological reproduction of the collectivity and as transmitters 

of its culture; 
d) as signifiers of ethnic/national differences – as a focus and symbol in ideological discourses 

used in the construction, reproduction and transformation of ethnic/national categories); 
e) as participants in national, economic, political and military struggles.   

(1989: 7) 

The majority of these points focus on how women can be utilised to fulfil men’s agenda and uphold strictures 

designed by men; whereas the fifth point is the only one where women are actively involved in fighting for their 

ethno-nationalism. This is emblematic of nationalism as a homogenising force that disenfranchises and renders 

women invisible through the dominant male discourse. Generally men’s concerns are representative of the 
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nation as a whole because nationalist movements spring from a masculine concern, rarely a female one (Day 

and Thompson, 2004: 108). Nationalism has traditionally been a public masculine landscape with women playing 

a secondary role in the private sphere; moreover, “the culture of nationalism is constructed to emphasize and 

resonate with masculine cultural themes” (Nagel, 1998: 251). Furthermore, Anderson refers to nationalism as a 

“fraternity” (2006: 7). Women are excluded from the genesis of the specific nationalism but are integral to the 

physical reproduction of the next generation, and reproduction of the national ideology. Women are seen as 

reproducers rather than producers as they do not have agency in creating the national discourse. Their roles 

were decided upon by the male institutions of the state and governing body. Enloe states 

nationalist movements have rarely taken women’s experiences as the starting point for an 
understanding of how a people becomes colonized or how it throws off the shackles of that material 
and psychological domination. Rather, nationalism typically has sprung from masculinized memory, 
masculinized humiliation and masculinized hope. Anger at being ‘emasculated’…has been presumed to 
be the natural fuel for igniting a nationalist movement (2000a: 44). 

This masculine hegemony silences not only women, but homosexuals, transgender individuals and minorities. 

Eriksen draws a parallel between oppressed women and indigenes as “muted categories” who must use the 

dominant discourse in order to express themselves because neither has the power to define the terms of 

discourse (2010: 212). The recognition of multiple discourses disrupts the homogenous national ego, however 

it is vital to bear witness to female ex-combatants’ experiences, and a method of doing this is through the news 

media. 

 Similarly, one of the major causes of women’s subjugation in nationalism is that they are objectified in 

the image of the nation.  

To be female is…a facticity which has no meaning, but to be a woman is to have to become a woman, 
to compel the body to conform to an historical idea of “woman,” to induce the body to become a 
cultural sign, to materialize oneself in obedience to an historically delimited possibility, and to do this 
as a sustained and repeated corporeal project (Butler, 2004: 902). 

This image and these characteristics are designed by the male elite and women are moulded into living emblems 

of the nation. They are not involved in the creation of nationhood, but rather it is formulated by men and then 

foisted upon women who in turn must reproduce it physically through the birth of the next generation, and 

ideologically through maintenance and support of the men. The defining of how the national woman should be, 

limits her.  

[T]he scripts written in which these roles are embedded are written primarily by men, for men, and 
about men, and that women are, by design, supporting actors whose roles reflect masculinist notions 
of femininity and of women’s proper ‘place’ (Nagel, 1998: 243). 
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By being a symbol the woman is stripped of agency, these “feminised images…define the iconography of the 

nation, the practice of nationalism is reserved for the male” (Silva, 2004: 21). In contrast, Alison (2004: 454) 

speaks of the female Republican freedom fighter portrayed in street murals and Bloom et al. (2011) name 

Mairéad Farrell, a fighter in the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA), as an important symbol of 

Republicanism which has motivated women to become actively involved in the PIRA. In order to investigate the 

impact of female icons, the use of imagery to describe represent female ex-combatants was investigated in the 

news media. 

 Correspondingly, the maternal image “has become naturalised through the commonplace use of terms 

like ‘motherland’, ‘mother tongue’ and ‘mother country’” (Silva, 2004: 22). In order to be an ideal citizen, a 

woman needs to be the perfect mother- giver of life, nurturer, and supporter. Thus “the boundaries between 

woman and mother are often collapsed” (Silva, 2004: 35). If a woman is only sanctioned to express her 

nationalism through the biological function of her womb this consequently confines her scope of nationalist 

expression to oestrogen and progesterone. 

 It follows that a major element of gender and nationalism is expressed through clothing. Clothing is a 

phenomenon that facilitates sexuality into gender. Butler notes “[t]here is no gender identity behind the 

expressions of gender;…identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expression’ that are said to be its 

results” (1999: 25). Women’s clothing and behaviour must advertise and maintain ethnic and national 

boundaries; “[s]ince symbols are integral to identity formation, women’s dress, manner and code of behaviour 

were utilised to establish the ethnic boundaries” (Silva, 2004: 102). Clothes represent our ethnicity and our 

national ties, for example the veil for Muslim women and the sari for Indian women. Wilton (2012) interviewed 

young Indian women to interrogate the symbolic role of women and the sari within Indian nationalism. Choosing 

to wear and not to wear the sari is fraught with national significance.  As a traditional icon of the maternal 

homemaker, young women are now using it to negotiate and navigate through the social landscape as a 

mobilising force. The wearing of the sari is a “conscious use of clothing styles to increase women’s mobility and 

ability to mediate different social contexts and locations” (2012: 202). Women choosing their own clothing is a 

sign of reclaiming their own particular national consciousness for themselves- whether this is adopting Western 

dress (a perceived sign of modernity) or choosing to be veiled.  

 What is more, clothing is important as it signifies a woman’s virtue. Women are expected to be chaste 

and this must be fiercely guarded by men in order to guarantee their own integrity. The rape of a nation’s women 
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is the ultimate debasement and befoulment of the nation and the nation’s men, who apparently were not able 

to defend their women. Anand speaks of Hindu men attacking Muslim women, as the “denigration of Muslim 

men for failing to ‘protect their women’” (2007: 264). The women’s defilement is an indirect undermining of the 

men’s virility and manhood. Mayer states, “because women’s bodies represent the purity of the nation and thus 

are guarded heavily by men, an attack on these bodies becomes an attack on the nation’s men” (2000: 18). 

Women’s bodies are equal to the physical terrain of their nation, “women’s bodies are often used as sites for 

nationalist struggles” (Wilton, 2012: 192). This linkage of women and nation is emblematic in the special victim 

status that women have in conflict (Brewer, 2010). Women are purposefully targeted for sexual violence 

because an attack upon a woman is a direct attack on the nation. Subsequently, once a woman has been 

dishonoured by a man of another nationality this reflects upon the men and the nation as a whole. This shame 

is due to the collectivity and kinship framework integral to nationhood, the “national community [is seen as] as 

a ‘natural’ extension of family…which harmonized well with interpretations of the nation that stressed its 

organic, biological foundations” (Day and Thompson, 2004: 119). Women are associated with the collective and 

familial future, so the ideological potentiality and prospects of the nation are vulnerable to attack through her 

degradation. This is in tune with the primordialist view of the nation as the “‘automatic’ extension of kinship 

relations” (Yuval-Davis, 1997: 1). 

 The trope of woman-as-nation depends for its ‘representational efficacy’ on ‘the maternal or the 

daughterly’ and the idealisation of these subject-positions excludes non-reproductive sexualities from the nation 

(Silva, 2004: 21-22). Any deviance from the traditional challenges and deconstructs the heteronormative 

masculine national topography, and this is significant, as the nation’s future can be seen to be contingent upon 

heterosexuality, that is, human reproduction.  Ritter (2009) mentions how gay marriage threatens American 

national identity. A homosexual’s right to marriage is related to national identity because nationalism is 

powerfully charged with gender and sexual identities.  

 In conclusion, it should be emphasised that women are not passive agents with no part in nationalism 

and their reduced participation in political groups is not due to less fervent nationalist feeling, but rather 

patriarchal social structures hindering women from achieving high-ranking political office or military positions. 

Women are less visible at national and international levels due to the fact that fewer opportunities are available 

to women as a consequence of the patriarchal structures of society (Alison, 2009: 103). 
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 In the newspaper articles from Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, the above themes of women as 

biological reproducers of nationhood and as images of nationality were noted when analysing the data. This is 

important as the news media may be collaborating in the perpetuation of ‘woman as nation’ propaganda which 

undercuts female ex-combatants’ agency post-conflict. 

 As the section on gender and nationalism focuses on the patriarchal policing of gender in the 

maintenance of nationalism, the next section on feminism and nationalism discusses how women have taken 

up arms in nationalistic movements to effect change and gain gender equality. 

3.3.2 Feminism and Nationalism 

Traditionally, women’s primary role in nationalism is to be the biological reproducer and maintainer of the socio-

cultural order. Often they are termed “guardians of ‘culture’” (Yuval-Davis, 1997: 116). As women are a key part 

of what signifies ethno-nationalism, then gender should be a major component of the nationalist movement. 

Nevertheless, generally, it is downplayed, and women’s rights only become relevant (if at all) once peace 

agreements are signed and the fighting has stopped.  

 Women tend to participate in domestic conflicts which affect their personal lives because these focus 

on restructuring national society, thus there is space to renegotiate women’s place in society (Alison, 2009: 114). 

This means, that through conflict, the women hope to bring about socio-cultural change which will result in 

greater gender equality for women. However, the prevailing theme of national liberation movements seems to 

be that women are granted similar status as men during conflict, but once independence is achieved, these 

rights are reversed. Therefore, it would appear that participation in movements is not a surety of equal rights 

post-conflict (Wilford and Miller, 1998). Conventionally nationhood can be seen as a patriarchal family- Alpha 

male fathers as the protectors, and submissive mothers as biological procreators and transmitters of cultural 

values (Yuval-Davis, 1997). Eriksen comments “nationalism tends to reproduce and strengthen gender relations 

already prevalent in a society” (2010: 213). Even when women have been directly involved in national liberation 

movements, once independence is attained they are reassigned to traditional gender roles. Women do not 

always benefit from national independence, sometimes it offers the same patriarchal strictures and restraints 

but in a different guise. Nagel calls these “retraditionalisers” (1998: 254).  
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 Historically, nationalist projects seeking independence are merely replacing one regime with another, 

“so-called ‘national liberation’ has often brought further oppression to women and other disadvantaged 

groupings within the new social order” (Yuval-Davis, 1997: 113). Therefore, women’s emancipation is not a goal 

of national movements, because once national liberation has been achieved, the status quo re-emerges, and 

the marginalised groups continue to be subjugated. To explain this further, there is evidence that once 

independence from France was achieved in Algeria in 1962 (after the Algerian War of Independence, 1954-

1962), women who had fought in the liberation movements found themselves disenfranchised during the post-

war period by being once again “under the thumb of institutionalized patriarchy” (Nagel, 2008: 903). Women 

were compelled to return to domesticity and to wearing the hijab. Although women received the vote, there 

were continuums that remained between Algeria as a colonial territory of France, and post-colonial Algeria.  

These continuities circumscribed women’s opportunities for education and socio-economic advancements. 

Traditional patriarchy continues to govern and regulate the social order in Algeria even though women 

participated in the nationalist endeavours with their male cadres.  

 Wilford and Miller declare, “fighting alongside men to achieve independence does not provide a 

guarantee of women’s inclusion as equal citizens” (1998: 2). Necessity calls for women to participate (due to the 

shortage of men) but this does not cause a fundamental societal change regarding women’s rights as frequently, 

there is backsliding to paternalistic ideals (Hagan, 2006: 14). Yuval-Davis notes the  

growing realization of women in the liberation or post-liberation movements that ‘national liberation’ 
usually not only did not guarantee women’s rights in the nation but also that women were often 
confronted with new oppressions in the name of ‘custom and tradition’” (1998: 32). 

Women’s incorporation into nationalist regimes is not a deliberate step towards gender equality but is a 

desperate measure to bolster the numbers. Alison mentions that female combatants are viewed as “a necessary 

but temporary aberration” rather than as representing a fundamental shift in societal gender roles and relations 

(2009: 111, 116). This is echoed by Wahidin who comments that female combatants are often understood as 

anomalies in a time of crisis (2016: 101). 

The very presence of female combatants challenges traditional patriarchal society and discourse. 

Nonetheless, this challenge is short-lived, because it appears that it has no lasting effects in the post-conflict 

period where women are re-marginalised. Participation in combat transgresses traditional gender roles, 

however it does not eradicate them because female combatants are represented and viewed as atypical. 

Instead, gender norms are entrenched by the “constructed unnaturalness of women as fighters” (Yuval-Davis, 
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1997: 94). The ideology and culture surrounding the social order are not transformed by the presence of female 

combatants, thus a more proactive approach must be taken to challenge and transform positions. “Feminism…is 

not the automatic result of women’s involvement in non-traditional roles or of men’s experiences with women 

doing things they were not expected to be able to do” (Alison, 2009: 118). Direct challenges to ideologies and 

practices are required to facilitate fundamental changes. 

 Conversely, Rajasingham-Senanayake (2004) rejects the pessimistic notion that once peace is achieved 

there is a return to the pre-war gender status quo and the loss of female empowerment. In Sri Lanka, during 

armed conflict, women had created new spaces and taken up new roles (as combatants). Moreover, due to 

international engagement and population displacement, Rajasingham-Senanayake argues that women’s ‘return 

to the kitchen’ is impossible (2004: 144-145). Correspondingly, Alison (2009) laments and criticises the negative 

view that women will not be capable of achieving equal status with men in the post-conflict period, and will be 

forced to return to domesticity.   

 Conflict has transformed the cultural and social composition of Sri Lanka’s Tamil community, and 

people have grown used to seeing female combatants, that is, independent women undertaking traditionally 

male roles. The news media may be a useful way of keeping female ex-combatants in the public consciousness 

in order to continue the desensitisation, naturalisation and acceptance of women in the political and public 

sphere. Conflict transformation does not have to mean the return to pre-war conditions, but rather the 

reconstruction of societal and cultural meanings with women occupying equal space with men. The news media 

representation of female ex-combatants is a significant indicator of their status post-conflict, and this is 

discussed in the Sri Lankan data chapter, especially in relation to the return to the gendered status quo. 

 Frequently, the main concern for protagonists of national independence is to achieve political change, 

therefore, preliminary negotiations do not prioritise gender equality. If gender rights feature at all, they are 

often assumed to transpire organically once national liberation is achieved. However, as with national liberation, 

gender emancipation is not an organic process which will develop naturally, rather it requires dedicated 

proactive action to accomplish it. 

 Gender equality must not be put on the backburner until independence is reached. Often national unity 

is the priority and women are assured that their needs will be met once this is achieved. However, Enloe warns 

against this waiting game,  
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[l]ater women may not have been able to see the same choices. But every time women succumb to the 
pressures to hold their tongues about problems they are having with men in a nationalist organization, 
nationalism becomes that much more masculinized (2000a: 60). 

Gender equality must be addressed at the forefront of a national liberation movement. It is not an issue which 

can be fixed later; but is a motivating factor. Yuval-Davis argues 

loyalty to one’s national liberation movement does not necessarily mean that women do not fight 
within it for the improvement and transformation of the position of women in their societies (1997: 
118). 

National liberation cannot be achieved if women are still subjugated by patriarchal regimes, as this would wholly 

undermine the liberation element of the movement. Nationalism must be gendered from the outset in order to 

achieve an equal and sustainable nation for all of its citizens.  

 Furthermore, Yadav (2016) endorses the enabling and emancipatory potential of conflict for previously 

marginalised groups, such as women. The Nepalese Civil War, also known as the People’s War, was a conflict 

between Nepal’s government and the Maoist Communist Party of Nepal. Women were involved in the military 

wing of the Communist Party of Nepal, and Yadav explains that the visibility of women undertaking traditionally 

masculine positions in the Maoist movement has contributed to transforming rigid gender roles and conventions 

for all Nepalese women, as, “when society saw the changing performance of women and their success in combat 

roles, people’s perceptions also started changing” (Yadav, 2016: 165). The crisis of the People’s War forced 

women to undertake roles that they would not have done pre-conflict; subsequently these new roles have 

caused women to question their former lives and the discriminatory practices that targeted females. Yadav 

(2016) notes that the women realised that their situations were not fixed or unchallengeable, but that they could 

change the current situation themselves through collective action.  

The flux of conflict transformation has resulted in social transformation where women have undertaken 

traditionally male roles (Yadav, 2016). As conflict transformation is a crepuscular creature which straddles the 

past and future, it is an opportunity for change, where the female experience does not have to be demarcated 

within the realms of femininity, but one can determine one’s own role. By giving precedence to gender equality, 

the hope is that women will not be sent back to the kitchen, as in the case of Algeria (Pears, 2004: 88). However, 

the report of Goswami (2015) on female Maoist ex-combatants in Nepal opines that women who participated 

in armed conflict did not gain the equality they sought in the post-conflict period. Instead the gender inequality 

which they experienced before conflict, is entrenched after conflict. The post-war period is a transformative 
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moment where gendered power hierarchies have the opportunity to be redefined more equitably, but most 

typically fall back to the status quo (Goswami, 2015: 9). 

 The data chapters explain the representations of female ex-combatants in Northern Ireland and Sri 

Lanka by using Nagel’s (1998) theory of ‘retraditionalising,’ and Goswami’s report which shows that the presence 

of women performing roles which transgressed traditional gender boundaries was not conducive to gender 

equality. In addition, Yadav’s (2016) research on the enabling and mobilising potential of female ex-combatants’ 

involvement in conflict to negotiate equal and equitable gender rights is utilised in the analysis of 

characterisation in the news articles. The oppositional findings from Goswami (2015) and Yadav (2016) speak to 

this research, as news media coverage of female ex-combatants in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka has been 

analysed in order to see what kind of visibility is awarded to their roles post-conflict. This research aims to 

uncover if the profile given to these women in the press has changed from terrorist or freedom fighter, to peace-

builder, and how this has changed perceptions about their role in post-conflict societies. 

 Connected to the notion of female ex-combatant turned peace-builder, is the theme of gender and 

peace-building, which is now discussed. 

3.3.3 Gender and Peace-building 

Traditionally, women are assumed to be anti-conflict; either by biology, for example, they are predisposed to be 

peace-loving by virtue of hormones, or by social conditioning. For instance, Reardon believes that women’s 

behaviour is derived from social constructs instead of biology (1993: 15). Indeed, the assumption that women 

are by nature more peaceful than men is dangerous, because the linkage can be limiting. Otto writes, 

[i]f women are admitted on the understanding that their special contribution arises from their womanly 
instincts, it follows that their political agency will be limited to what is made possible by that 
representation and restricted to ‘feminized’ tasks involving nurturing and mothering (2006: 135). 

Therefore, the custom of viewing women as instinctively more peace-loving in comparison to men, undercuts 

their agency in peace-building. It disempowers women by constraining them to the domestic sphere and 

restricting them to certain patriarchal expectations. However, Charlesworth avers, “if the argument is made on 

the basis of women’s equality with men, women’s agency will not be so restricted” (2008: 350). That is, if women 

can be viewed on equal terms with men and obstructive traditions are absent, then they have a better chance 

of effecting change.  
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 In relation to this, women are not only essentialised as peace-makers, but also as victims, and men as 

violent war-mongers. Otto claims that women are typecast as victims of war and in need of protection 

(victimhood is covered in the theme ‘Victimhood’ in the preceding chapter). Thus they are defined only in terms 

of violability (2009: 15) and are represented in connection with vulnerability. This predominant and widespread 

understanding of women in conflict and post-conflict societies tends “to overlook, explicitly or implicitly, 

women’s power and agency” (Sharoni, 2001: 86). This is evident in the news media, where coverage that depicts 

women as victims, disregards their agency in political violence. The effect of this portrayal feeds into news 

consumers’ knowledge about women in post-conflict societies, solidifying the idea that women are affected by 

violence rather than executing it. Yet the news media have the potential to portray women not only as victims 

but as visible agents of change (Reviere, 2007; Ramsbotham et al., 2011). 

 Elshtain (1990) vehemently opposes the essentialist binary of women’s proclivity to peace and men’s 

to fighting as it relies on gender constructions which in themselves are restrictive for both men and women. This 

biological determinism which dictates that women are naturally peaceful and men are aggressive, denies any 

notion of socialisation in an individual’s personality or outlook on life. Such a reductionist perspective distils 

one’s actions down to nature and instinct whilst ignoring free will, which is an unsophisticated and lazy way of 

accounting for actions.  

 Moreover, to further illustrate this point, this essentialism ignores the roles that men have played in 

brokering peace and opposing war on one hand; and on the other hand, it denies women agency in political 

violence or independent commitment to an ideology. Peace is not built upon biological signifiers or social 

constructions of gender; to assume this is to use biology or culture as shorthand for the causes and solutions to 

war.  

 On a related note, the reason that men are seen to be protagonists in war is due to their privileged 

social position, which women either are denied outright or are forced to fight for, due to the institute of 

patriarchy. Attributing peace to women and mothers, and violence to men, is a fruitless way of explaining wars 

which does nothing to prevent or remedy conflict. Peace will remain unattainable unless we deconstruct the 

underlying reasons for conflict rather than blame it on masculine energies. 

We in the West are the heirs of a tradition that assumes an affinity between women and peace, 
between men and war, a tradition that consists of culturally constructed and transmitted myths and 
memories. Thus, in time of war, real men and women - locked in a dense symbiosis, perceived as beings 
who have complementary needs and exemplify gender-specific virtues- take on, in cultural memory 
and narrative, the personas of Just Warriors and Beautiful Souls. Man construed as violent, whether 
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eagerly and inevitably or reluctantly and tragically; woman as nonviolent, offering succour and 
compassion: these tropes on the social identities of men and women, past and present, do not denote 
what men and women really are in time of war, but function instead to re-create and secure women’s 
location as noncombatants and men’s as warriors (Elshtain, 1987: 4). 

Elshtain argues that it is a Western construct which aligns women with peace and men with violence and 

entrenches their social identities. This construct has evolved from culturally specific traditions and norms which 

govern that particular society. Over time, this construct has been passed down through generations and has 

infiltrated all levels of society resulting in its naturalisation, adoption and acceptance as normative behaviour 

and knowledge. This is true of news media which use familiar frames in order to inform their 

readers/viewers/listeners, which in turn perpetuate patriarchal understandings. 

 In addition, Duncanson notes that women can be included in peace processes due to their ‘use-value’ 

as natural peace-builders (Duncanson, 2016: 34) rather as their right as human beings. They are not at the 

negotiating table as an individual but simply because they are women. 

 As mentioned previously, the purported propensity to see women as embodying peace has been 

attributed to motherhood which remains a touchstone for peace. According to Reardon, women’s special 

relationship with peace is due to their roles as “peace educators” and “peacemakers” in the family (1993: 133, 

145). 

Elshtain rejects the idea that “women are to be the saviours of humanity, the avatars of pacific 

Motherhood” (1990: 265) simply by virtue of being female. There is a danger of associating women with peace 

because it reinforces the ideology that women are naturally more peaceful and passive than men. This is 

incorrect as women can be violent, for example, female combatants and suicide bombers. 

 Enloe remarks the “militarization of mothers – and of the very idea of motherhood” has been utilised 

and manipulated by the state in order to gain sufficient numbers of men (2000b: 237). However, at times it is 

reclaimed by women to be used as a site of resistance against the state or to influence civil movements’ main 

concerns. Though, some women have identified  

the patriarchal risks in relying on motherhood as a political idea, and about the limits of building a broad 
woman’s movement on a maternal role that not all women can or want to assume (Enloe, 2000b: 260). 

Maternity and motherhood are female traits; however, they are not universal to all women. Thus, as a 

foundation for the feminist movement, motherhood truncates potential for childless women to participate. 

Moreover, it is vital to acknowledge that feminism is not equated with the ability or desire to bear and/or care 

for children.  
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 Ruddick (1990) believes in a connection between mothering and peace and sees a contradiction in the 

maternal and the military. However, Alison (2009: 94) criticises Ruddick’s argument because it does not extend 

to childless women or women who have not been raised by their mothers.  

 Conversely, motherhood is malleable and can be used to support war- for example, when children are 

at risk of a foreign invader or domestic enemy. Evidence of this can be seen in interviews with female Loyalist 

ex-combatants in Northern Ireland, who mentioned that they decided to join paramilitaries to defend their 

children from Republican attacks (Alison, 2009). Here, motherhood is a motivating factor to take up arms, 

however, it is not a universal impetus for all women. This must be stressed as the construction of femininity, as 

a call to arms, casts in stone traditional gender roles, which is demobilising for women’s rights.  

 Another example of motherhood being used to encourage violence is related to the Mothers’ Front in 

Sri Lanka. De Alwis notes that the Sinhala press, when reporting on the Mothers’ Front of Sri Lanka (who wished 

for revenge for the disappearances of their children), sentimentalised the mothers who were lamenting the loss 

of their offspring. The newspapers emphasised the gravitas of the mothers’ distress and strove to engender 

feelings of sympathy and empathy in readers, which in turn helped to legitimise the vengeance for which the 

women hoped (2001: 216). 

 This literature which links peace with motherhood has influenced one of the deductive themes in the 

research design, which identified any mention of motherliness or maternal instinct in the news media portrayals 

of the female ex-combatants. The observation of this trope would infer that the journalist still uses outdated 

and essentialist motifs to make female ex-combatants palatable and understandable to their audience. The 

implication for this is that women cannot escape the naturalised belief that their own contribution to peace is 

through gendered constructions and not agency. 

 Furthermore, the existing literature has also guided the themes of: the association of women’s innate 

peacefulness; and women’s vulnerability. 

The association of women with peace can play into unfortunate gender stereotypes that characterize 
men as active, women as passive; men as agents, women as victims; men as rational, women as 
emotional. Not only are these stereotypes damaging to women, particularly to their credibility as actors 
in matters of international politics and national security, but they are also damaging to peace (Tickner, 
1999: 4). 

Therefore, it is imperative to identify the stereotypes of women and peace in the newspaper articles, in order 

to challenge journalistic practice and hold newspapers to account for disseminating and preserving detrimental 
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narratives. The effects of these news media depictions have significant influence on society’s perceptions and 

how they think about the world, especially with regards to women. 

 Moving on from the association of women and peace, the gender conscious effort of women and peace-

building is considered. The building of peace is not simply about the absence of war, but is a positive practice 

aimed at extending human rights to all members of society. Many women take it upon themselves to approach 

peace-building from a feminist perspective in order to address the power imbalance in patriarchal civilisations 

through the post-conflict legislation and peace processes. Cockburn notes that women consciously take a 

woman-centred approach to peace-building: 

[t]hey [the women in community development groups] have all made a political decision to work on a 
women-only basis…Their [the community groups’] members are acting on the hunch they have that 
there is something at stake for women as women in conflict and peace processes (1998: 14). 

Therefore, this inequality needs recognition in the news media, along with women’s efforts to resolve it and to 

raise awareness in the population. 

 In Northern Ireland, women from both ethno-national groups gathered together in order to work 

towards peace. 

Women have been involved in community-based peace-building in Northern Ireland which has 
attracted women from both ethnic groups; for example, in the 1970s the Peace People and Women 
Together, and recently the Women and Peace Building Project. This project involved WRDA, the 
National Women’s Council of Ireland (NWCI) and the Community Foundation for Northern Ireland who 
worked together in a Peace 3 project that highlighted women’s experiences in peace-building after 
conflict (The Community Foundation for Northern Ireland, 2011). 

McCoy notes that similar problems were of interest to women from Unionist and Nationalist communities (2000: 

13). The political party the Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition (NIWC) was formed by women from various 

ethno-political backgrounds in order to ensure that women could be elected to be participants in Northern 

Ireland’s peace talks. Otherwise the process would have been a purely masculine affair (Ward, 2006a: 274). 

 During the peace negotiations, women were visible in the political arena. For example, NIWC gained 

sufficient votes in 1996 to have two women elected to multi-party peace negotiations; in addition, Liz O’Donnell 

was Minister of State at the Department of Foreign Affairs (Irish Government designation) and Mo Mowlam was 

Secretary of State for Northern Ireland (UK Government) (Ward, 2006b). However, although Republican 

women’s political mobilisation during the Troubles did transfer into post-conflict Northern Ireland (where 

former Republican female combatants are MLAs), the formalised political structure of government acts as a 

hindrance to women’s advancement and agency within formal politics, due to structural and cultural barriers 
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(Gilmartin, 2015). Moreover, the potential of United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 has not 

been actualised on the ground or implemented in Northern Ireland following the Good Friday Agreement. Ward 

affirms, “unless high-level representation is achieved, the good practice that exists at community level cannot 

be disseminated or developed into policy initiatives (2006a: 263). 

 The majority of literature on women’s peace-building identifies that most research focuses on men, 

and frequently women are absent from, or under-represented at, peace talks following conflict. Similarly, 

political leaders have assumed that women’s views have mirrored those of their male counterparts (McEvoy, 

2009: 271). Furthermore, special women’s committees, which are set up to insert women’s concerns into peace 

processes, merely result in the “ghettoization” of gender issues rather than integrating a holistic gendered 

approach (Rajasingham-Senanayake, 2004: 144). Consequently, gender matters are ignored or merely touched 

upon in post-conflict reconstruction, and this causes the perpetuation of gender inequalities in the post-war 

period.  

[T]he dominance of male visions of post-conflict society frequently trumps women’s concerns or ideas 
about how a society might take shape following conflict, a dynamic that has consequences for the post-
conflict distribution of resources as well (McEvoy, 2009: 281). 

The roles that female ex-combatants play in conflict transformation had received sparse attention, but this field 

of study is being to gain traction with such works as Goswami (2015) and Wahidin (2016). UNSCR 1325 sets out 

strictures for the greater participation of women in political decision-making at international, national and 

regional scales, the inclusion of women in peace-building, peace negotiations and peace-keeping, and gender 

consideration in DDR programmes (United Nations, 2000). The attention to gender is believed to lead to a 

sustainable peace, not simply through a 1:1 ratio of men and women, but a nuanced inclusion of gender (not 

only relating to women) (Kirby and Shepherd, 2016: 250, 252). However, UNSCR 1325 and its seven additional 

resolutions contain shortcomings, such as women and children being lumped together (Ní Aoláin, 2016) and the 

greater emphasis on prevention of gender violence towards women, rather than on the participation of women 

in security operations and as agents of change  (Shepherd, 2016). This is seconded by Ní Aoláin (2016) who says 

that the “female battered body” epitomises women’s space in international relations, rather than an agentive 

actor. 

 Although this research does not purport to address the inclusion of women in politics in Northern 

Ireland or Sri Lanka, it is important to provide background about women and peace-building, in order to 

understand how female ex-combatants involved in peace-building are represented in the news media.  
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 Thus, it follows that gender in the news media is now considered. 

3.4 GENDER AND THE NEWS MEDIA 

Baehr and Gray affirm that attention must be paid to gender in order to make sense of the media (1996: xii). 

Traditionally women’s portrayal in the media has been crystallised to imagery around sexualisation or ideal 

femininity, both of which arise from notions of gender. Gauntlett states, “[m]edia and communications are a 

central element of modern life, whilst gender and sexuality remain at the core of how we think about our 

identities” (2008: 1). Consequently, the media (which includes news media) and gender are two salient factors 

in society which dictate and direct how one perceives oneself and others.  

 Carter et al. (1998b: 6) have spotlighted that feminist research is concerned with how women are 

represented in news media texts and certain studies have indicated that the news media reiterate gender 

stereotypes (Kimmel, 2004: 164). Feminist media theory has the task of illuminating “the patriarchal domination 

of media industries, in terms of both ownership and representation” (Dines and Humez, 1995b: xix, original 

emphasis). Moreover, it takes gender seriously as a “factor that structures identity and experience” (Steiner, 

2014: 359). Consequently, gendered portrayals strengthen and buttress the male dominance on the cultural 

level (Stockard and Johnson, 1992: 10). Rollero (2013) claims that exposure to media stereotypes causes 

endorsement of sexist attitudes, hostility towards women, the acceptance of gender role stereotyping in society, 

and the support of the justification of the social inequality between men and women. Thus, the representations 

that are built upon gender social constructions, could contribute to the maintenance of unequal power relations 

between men and women. Therefore, the analysis of female ex-combatants in the newspaper articles has taken 

into account the conventions of the male dominated society (Stockard and Johnson, 1992).  

 Gill highlights that a consistent finding in research is that news about women focuses on their physical 

appeal (2007: 115). Generally, women are categorised in terms of their domestic role or sexual attractiveness. 

Norris (1997a) explains that there are common preconceptions which dictate that the news media reinforce 

sexual stereotypes by not accurately reporting on women’s capabilities and responsibilities in politics, but rather 

falling back upon the social norms of women’s traditional roles. This is evident in Carroll and Schreiber’s 

research, where they concluded that the problem with the news media coverage of women in Congress was  
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one of omission rather than one of commission. The major problem is not so much with the coverage 
that exists but rather with what does not exist. Half the picture has been reported reasonably well, but 
the other half is missing (1997: 145, original emphasis).  

As previously noted, what is unsaid is purposefully left out in order to preserve the status quo. Carroll and 

Schreiber (1997) deduced that general news media coverage of Congresswomen was favourable (speculation 

that coverage was biased, and Congresswomen were relegated to the style pages with comments about their 

hair and dress was found to be the minority of articles), however, the omission of women from legislation such 

as foreign affairs and international trade spoke volumes. Congresswomen were present in coverage concerning 

women’s issues, for instance abortion, but glaringly absent from articles tackling other more gender-neutral or 

‘masculine’ legislation. Although women were active in a broad range of legislation, this was not reported in the 

news media coverage. This sends the message to the general public that Congresswomen are only interested in 

women’s issues. Carroll and Schreiber write: 

[s]tories focusing on the broader and multifaceted contributions of women, as individuals as well as 
collectively, are not written. The lack of such stories means that the press coverage of women in 
Congress presents a narrow portrayal of what women in Congress can and did accomplish and 
reinforces, rather than challenges, the perception that women in Congress only do ‘women’s stuff’ 
(1997: 146). 

Thus, it appears that women are largely underrepresented in the news media and misrepresented when it comes 

to legislation.  

  Another important issue of consideration is that of visibility. As the news media is traditionally an 

androcentric organisation, males may be seen to dominate news media content with females being shown as 

the passive secondary or auxiliary character, “[n]ews is not simply mostly about men, but it is largely by men…it 

is overwhelmingly seen through men” (Hartley, 1982: 146). In addition, Enloe states, “[m]en comprise the 

majority of the media people assigned to tell us what each day’s revelations ‘mean’” (2000a: 8). It seems that 

the construction of news is derived from a male or masculine point of view which casts women in the ancillary 

role in comparison to men. Also, the production of news seems to come to the reader/user/audience through a 

masculine optic.  

 Holland writes that in television news bulletins, women have fewer opportunities to speak than men, 

and are generally relegated to the background rather than as the central focus of the news. In addition, women 

are infrequently asked to remark on the news item (1996: 196-197). Journalists tend to rely upon “white, middle-

class, middle-aged, professional males as sources” (Carter et al., 1998b: 5). Holland describes women sources as 

“reactors and witnesses to public events rather than as participants in those events” (1987: 139). Jia et al. (2016) 
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use empirical evidence to show that women are heard less than men in the UK news media. This lack of 

representation underrates the impact that women have on society, and as a result weakens democracy. 

Relatedly, O'Neill et al. (2016) write that female politicians in the UK media are seen and heard less frequently 

in proportion to the number of women in Parliament, moreover, male politicians are over-represented in 

comparison to the number of men in Parliament. 

 In Ross’s research, evidence was found of the neglect of female sources and the prevalence of male 

voices in three regional English newspapers. The person who is selected to voice their opinion is identified as 

valued and legitimate by the act of choosing. This decision speaks volumes about “whose voices count and who 

has status in society” and this influences news consumers’ understanding of the world (2011: 19). As men were 

the dominant presence in sources, this sends the message that only men’s voices are respected and informed. 

Relatedly, Ross and Carter (2011) argue that men’s voices are valid for all people, but women’s voices are only 

relevant for other women. Their voices are marginalised in the news media because women’s opinions are not 

newsworthy. Masculine values are portrayed as the accepted and correct norm, whereas news about or for 

women is less important because it pertains to women (Ross and Carter, 2011: 1149). These findings are used 

to comprehend the level of direct speech from female ex-combatants in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, and the 

suppression of Tamil women’s narratives in Sri Lanka (Hoole, 2007). 

 The reason for women’s low coverage as subjects may be due to the fact that women only make up 35 

per cent of the workforce in news media outlets and are underrepresented in decision-making roles (Byerly, 

2011). Holland writes: 

[t]his area of seriousness and responsibility excludes women in its own way. Women are vastly 
outnumbered by men in positions of social and political power, by those whose views are most likely 
to be reported on or whose opinions sought. They include prominent politicians, police chiefs, union 
leaders, judges and bishops…They are individuals who are likely to have built up relationships with 
those who make the news through both formal and informal channels. Women are not prominent 
among them. Women are expelled from the imagery of the news just as they are expelled from those 
areas of public life from which the news is derived (1996: 198). 

Correspondingly, the House of Lords Select Committee on Communications, under the chairmanship of Lord 

Best, conducted an inquiry into women in news and current affairs broadcasting on television and radio in 2015. 

The findings of this enquiry state that: 

[d]espite the fact that women make up just over half the population, they are underrepresented, both 
as staff and as experts, in news and current affairs broadcasting. And although we recognise the fact 
that the nature of the sector means that there are additional barriers to women- for example, the fast-
paced nature of news which can mean anti-social hours, and freelance work that can make it harder 
for women with caring responsibilities- the situation is simply not good enough. The fact that news has 
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such a wide-reaching audience means that a special effort must be made by broadcaster- public service 
broadcasters in particular and especially the BBC because of its special status and its dominance as a 
provider of news and current affairs. We were also concerned about the evidence we heard suggesting 
that discrimination against women, particularly older women, still exists in the industry (House of Lords 
Select Committee on Communications, 2015). 

This PhD is looking at the newspaper representations of female ex-combatants in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, 

not the gender of news staff, however it is useful to note that the report of ‘Women in News and Current Affairs 

Broadcasting Inquiry’ has found that women are undersold as news gatherers. Also, this account states that 

women are undersold as experts. The data chapters elucidate how expert status is conveyed upon women in 

the post-conflict period in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka. 

 As aforementioned, the political sphere is dominated by men and this is reflected in the news media. 

Even if women were to become more prominent in the public realm, this may not translate to the news media 

overnight due to the masculine institutionalisation of the news. Gill writes that women’s underrepresentation 

is especially evident in the coverage of politics (2007: 114-117). One riposte would be that women’s low visibility 

in the news media may be due to their absence from positions of power. However, Gill notes that even in 

countries where women have high participation in public decision-making (Sweden), or countries where women 

outnumber men (Cambodia), women still occupy a disproportionately small area of the news (2007: 115). This 

may be due to the presence of a regulated reserve of accepted and acceptable gender roles or categories for 

women when being represented in the news media. The impact of this translates to society where their 

instrumentality is restricted. The existence of these gender categories has   

significant implications for the ways in which the media choose to address us. Modes of talking about, 
or constructing images of, both men and women also predate the arrival of the media, and set an 
agenda which the media have variously adopted or adapted (MacDonald, 1995: 4). 

These gender categories can manifest in frames used in the news media to portray women in a certain light. 

Framing is described as: 

interpretative structures that set particular events within their broader context. In this sense, news 
frames give ‘stories’ a conventional ‘peg’ to arrange the narrative, to make sense of the facts, to focus 
the headline, and to define events as newsworthy. Frames provide contextual cues giving order and 
meaning to complex problems, actions, and events (Norris, 1997a: 2). 

For this study, framing is a mechanism for guiding the reader (by presentation) to a particular understanding of 

the news article (this is also covered in the sub-section ‘Framing’ in the previous chapter). Framing arises from 

social cultural norms, and as the news is a product of a particular time and society, its framing will echo the 

generic social norms of the situation. In this respect, it will be gender framing which is informed by sex 
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stereotypes. In this study, sex stereotypes are understood as assessing an individual on the basis of assumptions 

of gender assigned to women or men in general, regardless of the individual’s personality and experience. Norris 

describes the attraction of stereotypes as a shortcut to information about individuals by employing group 

characteristics (1997a: 9). Ross declares that the framing of women in news is negative and highly restricted, 

and that this is a global phenomenon not simply the idiosyncrasies of individual news outlets (2013: 350). 

 Therefore, gender stereotypes and the subsequent sexism, can be said to be perpetuated in news 

media content thus reinforcing the patriarchal dominion. News media coverage may be guilty of underpinning 

rather than confronting the dominant culture and consequently participating in women’s marginalisation in 

public life.  Tuchman’s (1979) theory that women are underrepresented and misrepresented in media due to 

their lack of power is extremely relevant to this study, as in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka women are 

underrepresented in positions of power, for example politics. Tuchman states,  

the very underrepresentation of women, including their stereotypic portrayal, may symbolically 
capture the position of women in…society- their real lack of power. It bespeaks their ‘symbolic 
annihilation’ by the media (1979: 533).  

‘Symbolic annihilation’ (Gerbner and Gross, 1976) was originally used to describe the absence of certain social 

groups in the media. One’s representation in the news media has an impact on one’s social significance, that is, 

negative coverage harms how one is perceived by others and this can lead to social disenfranchisement. And by 

extension, absence in the news media can cause absence in public consciousness. Tuchman applied this theory 

to gender and the media, “according to Gerbner, just as representation in the media signifies social existence, 

so too underrepresentation and (by extension) trivialization and condemnation indicate symbolic annihilation” 

(1979: 533). Omission in the news media, or “(systematic absences) can be as powerful an influence as that 

which is included” (O'Neill and Mulready, 2015: 665). 

 However, conversely, Norris concludes that women leaders were less visible in news coverage, but that 

journalists do not utilise simple sex stereotypes when reporting on women leaders. Norris’s deductions stated 

that there were common themes in news media coverage when reporting on women leaders: “the first woman”, 

“the outsider” and “the agent of change” (1997b: 164). Female ex-combatants have become MLAs in the 

Northern Ireland Assembly, but none have become party leaders. Sinn Féin’s leader is Michelle O’Neill and the 

DUP’s leader is Arlene Foster, both of whom have never been involved in any paramilitary groups. In addition, 

In Sri Lanka, no female ex-combatants have become political leaders, thus these themes are not applicable.  
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 Another key subject of attention in gender and the news media is objectivity. Often, objectivity is a 

product of male norms that legitimises patriarchal hegemony. Some feminists aver that objectivity is gender-

specific, thus only women can represent women (Allan, 1998: 121-122). On the contrary, any indirect 

representation regardless of gender, cannot accurately portray an individual.  

 Although the theory of women’s underrepresentation in the news media due to their lack of power in 

society informs this study, the influence of the news media in society must not be overstated, as research has 

not proven direct negative influence (van Zoonen, 2011). The news media is part of the machinery of society 

and is not the only factor in affecting people’s beliefs and behaviour. However, Ross’s (2011) research into 

source selection has inspired the researcher to take note of the level of direct speech accorded to female ex-

combatants. 

 The portrayal of women in the news media, “significantly contributes to the construction of gender 

within a certain cultural context…representation…[is] a central part of our social reality and its construction” 

(Venäläinen, 2016: 262). News media depictions of women are constituted by, and constitute social reality, by 

presenting particular discourses which contribute towards ‘common-sense’ knowledge (Berger and Luckmann, 

1979). Language is a form of social interaction where common-sense assumptions are relied upon to make sense 

of the world (Fairclough, 2001: 2). Thus, women who commit acts of political violence are made sense of in 

relation to “culturally shared conceptions and expectations” (Venäläinen, 2016: 261). This means, that because 

these women are acting outside of the norms of accepted gendered social conduct, “[a]ccounts of women’s 

behaviour are presented and must be understood…in terms of a cultural reading of events” (Berrington and 

Honkatukia, 2002: 51). The issue of women and conflict is discussed in the following sections on ‘Women and 

Conflict’, and ‘The News Media and Female Terrorists’. 

 To conclude on gender and the news media, the news media can produce and reproduce stereotypical 

expectations of, and roles for, men and women, but it also has the potential to promote gender equality through 

“gender-aware approaches” (Padovani and Ross, 2015: 133). 

 As the core theories of gender, nationalism, peace-building and the news media have been discussed, 

now this chapter moves on to deal with women and conflict. 
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3.5 WOMEN AND CONFLICT 

Women committing acts of violence are often seen as unfeminine and therefore unnatural; or as mentally 

deranged. Wang reports that news media have conveyed that female suicide bombers have suffered from 

psychiatric disorders which have caused them to behave in such abnormal ways (2011: 104). Additionally, 

McEvoy writes that the news media portray female suicide bombers as non-thinking, hysterical individuals who 

have been manipulated into action rather than actors in their own right. These women are stripped of agency 

and depicted as mere puppets who perform another’s agenda (2009: 265). This runs counter to scholarly 

research which indicates that women have full agency on their decisions, thus this must be reported in the news 

media in order to educate the public that women are active and rational political actors. Herath notes that 

although female suicide-bombers appear to contradict the socio-culturally constructed female role of care-giver 

and nurturer, to the (Tamil) female combatant this is an extension of the nurturing giver, as she has given her 

life for her nation (2012: 2-3). 

 It is necessary to address women’s political violence in conflict, because to dismiss their actions as 

deviant or a result of puppetry denies their capability for independent choice. This has a knock-on effect on all 

women, as by not recognising women’s commitment to political action they continue to be deemed unimportant 

in post-conflict reconstruction. First of all, the strategic use of gender stereotypes is considered. 

 By manipulating gendered cultural norms to advance their cause, women have a vital role in 

paramilitary organisations which cannot be performed by men (as successfully). However, this further 

exemplifies and solidifies women’s secondary role in society. Women’s emancipation is truncated because social 

values, expectations and assumptions about women are preserved.  

 Women are underestimated because of their presumed non-threatening nature; they are not 

important enough to warrant investigation. Due to this, women can infiltrate areas without detection or 

suspicion. In addition, the sensitivities to searching women’s bodies allow women to feign pregnancy in order 

to hide bombs.  

 Women took part in front-line violent operational roles throughout the Northern Ireland conflict. In the 

PIRA, women’s gender was a distinct advantage as they could act as honey traps to lure unsuspecting British 

soldiers into danger. In addition, couples and single women attracted less attention and women could enter 

shops selling women’s and children’s articles without appearing suspicious. Moreover, women could fake 
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pregnancy, hide explosives in their underwear or high heels and conceal munitions beneath their babies in prams 

(Bloom et al., 2011: 64, 68). Similarly, in Sri Lanka, the traditional dress for women is a loose sari which allows 

weapons to be secreted.  

 The PIRA exploited the gender dynamics of society, as women were less likely to be searched or even 

regarded as capable of helping with violence, thus, they were vital in the transportation of weapons (Alison, 

2004: 457). By the same token, as there is a ‘no touching’ policy in Sri Lanka, women can only be searched by 

other women, and due to a shortage of women in these security roles, a lot of women can pass barriers and 

checkpoints unmolested. 

 Having discussed the gendered aspect of women’s involvement in paramilitaries, the roles that men 

and women both performed is discussed. In Northern Ireland, like the male Republican political prisoners, 

women also participated in hunger strikes and dirty protests. In Armagh women’s prison, female inmates 

stopped washing, did not use the prison toilets and smeared their faeces and menstrual blood on their cell walls 

(Neti, 2003). Although the men and women both executed dirty protests, the women’s were received less 

positively than the men’s were. The reason behind this could be that the image of women behaving in an 

‘unladylike’ manner clashed with the social ideals of women, as clean, mannerly and demure. The Republican 

effort did not use the women’s dirty protest as propaganda to arouse their supporters and make change, but 

rather focused on women’s poor health due to the prison conditions (Gill, 2013). This glaring absence speaks 

volumes about the social construction of women and gender expectations. Even though there was recognition 

of women suffering for the cause, it was not utilised, as it was insalubrious and unpleasant. Men and women 

were undergoing similar dirty protests (albeit apart from the menstrual blood) yet women’s acts were not 

publicised. Men’s participation in dirty protests proved their dedication to the Nationalist movement, yet 

women’s dirty protests were not given the same elevation due to patriarchal constructions of how women ought 

to behave, even when under duress.  

 In contrast, Bloom et al. (2011) found that male paramilitaries were aware of women’s gender-specific 

challenges and welcomed and appreciated their involvement. They report that their female interviewees (PIRA 

ex-combatants) found gender equality in the military division of Republicanism.  

 In order to investigate this matter further, the PhD’s empirical research analyses how female ex-

combatants’ past political violence was depicted in the news media.  
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 Relatedly, female ex-combatants of the Ulster Defence Association (UDA) had a women’s branch which 

was swiftly disbanded after the murder of the UDA member Ann Ogilby by ten fellow UDA women. The reason 

given for Ogilby’s murder was her visits to a male UDA member who was in prison. This cast aspersions on Ogilby 

for being licentious and by connection, the name of the UDA women’s branch would have come under suspicion 

(Sales, 1997: 71). It could be argued that the disbandment was caused by the unfavourable reaction to the 

women’s violence, thus within the UDA gender constructions still ruled social dynamics. 

 In the case of female combatants in Sri Lanka, women had a substantial role in the LTTE, which had 

evolved from non-combatant roles such as propaganda work, medical care, information collection, fundraising 

and recruitment, to military combat (Alison, 2003: 38). The potential for revolution which conflict brings about, 

is an opportunity for social change where women can negotiate new gender identities that are removed from 

the traditional domestic womanly ideal. This is investigated in the data chapters. 

[M]ilitarization does not occur simply in the obvious places but can transform the meanings and uses 
of people, things, and ideas located far from bombs or camouflaged fatigues; militarization may 
privilege masculinity, but it does so by manipulating the meanings of both femininity and masculinity 
(Enloe, 2000b: 289). 

Subsequently the advancement and reconstruction of these new gender identities confront and contest 

traditional socio-cultural norms.  

 The social construction of gender in Tamil society was extremely debilitating and demobilising for 

women as they are prevented from certain activities such as cycling, climbing trees or swimming. In the LTTE, 

no such restrictions applied, and women were able to drive vehicles and wear trousers. 

 Therefore, women committing acts of political violence disrupt expectations of the peaceful nurturing 

maternal figure; and challenge essentialist notions of femininity, which govern the social identity and practices 

expected of women. To report on female combatants’ activities in paramilitary organisations would destabilise 

the social order. Thus, one could speculate that narratives of female combatants and ex-combatants are written 

out of the story as their actions are anomalous with the traditional perceptions of women.  

 By following this argument, one can see that research on conflict has usually concentrated on male 

combatants and ex-combatants (the fact that female combatants and ex-combatants must be qualified with 

gender highlights this) whilst overlooking women’s political violence. By not including female ex-combatants’ 

experiences and contributions to peace-building, conflict resolution is negatively impacted as it is approached 

asymmetrically leading to unstable and disproportionate post-conflict reconstruction. This PhD proposes to 
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address this imbalance by studying female ex-combatants in newspapers and investigating how the print news 

covers their involvement in peace-building. 

 There is a need to promote female participation and inclusion within peace negotiations in order to 

ensure that gender matters feature in peace processes and conflict transformation. This is necessary, as a peace 

agreement which only addresses one-half of the population, that is men, will not be successful or sustainable.  

 McEvoy highlights that during peace talks in Northern Ireland, the non-partisan NIWC acted as a buffer 

between Unionist and Republican groups rather than spearheading their women-centred political agenda. 

Furthermore, the women who were at the negotiating table were not ex-combatants but non-aligned peace-

workers (2009: 282). However, male ex-combatants, such as Gerry Adams and Martin McGuinness, were 

included in peace talks. This exclusion (which appears predicated upon gender) is emblematic of a conservative 

patriarchal society and has contributed to the entrenchment of women’s subordination.  

 Female ex-combatants must be investigated in order to comprehend women’s involvement in and 

understanding of conflict as more than solely victims of male violence; and their role in conflict resolution must 

be analysed, as men’s actions do not make up the full story. The news media’s representation of ex-combatant 

women is one way of acknowledging their experiences and contributions to conflict resolution on a mass scale. 

By studying the reality of women’s diverse participation in armed political conflict, and incorporating these 

insights about female ex-combatants into security dialogue, this could eradicate the view that women are 

irrelevant to wars (McEvoy, 2009: 264). The importance of the news media’s portrayal of female ex-combatants, 

lies in the key role that news media play in constructing their image and informing how people understand them 

(Adoni and Mane, 1984). The cultural and ideological framing of these women in the news media influences how 

the viewer/reader establishes their own idea of them.  

 In order to understand female ex-combatants in the post-conflict period, it is useful to first understand 

their motives for joining proscribed paramilitary groups. 

3.5.1 Reasons for Women Joining Paramilitary Organisations 

There are general motivations for why men and women join paramilitaries such as ethno-nationalism, the 

ideological commitment to an independent state and self-determination. Political and social contexts are major 

influences on decisions, which will be discussed for each case.  
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 A feature of the present circumstances in Northern Ireland is a lack of complete gender equality 

between the sexes in politics, the public realm and work. Conflicts such as the Nepalese Civil War have created 

spaces where women can take up different roles (Yadav, 2016), and in Northern Ireland similar happened; 

however, these have been “different for nationalist and unionist women, because of the very different agendas 

of the two communities. Catholics are fighting for change, Protestants to defend the present and the past” 

(Sales, 1997: 70). Change would denote change in gender equality, which may account for the number of female 

Republican ex-combatants in the Northern Ireland Assembly, and the dearth of female Loyalist ex-combatants. 

 Drawing on Alison (2009), the reasons for joining paramilitaries are considered in each case, beginning 

with Northern Ireland. In Northern Ireland, the counterparts of Tamil female ex-combatants are female former 

Republican paramilitary members (Alison, 2009). There is no direct equivalent in Sri Lanka for female Loyalist 

ex-combatants as there are no Sinhalese paramilitary groups that employ women. 

 Currently, there is very little information on female Loyalist ex-combatants, and there are a variety of 

reasons for this- underreporting, women being denied involvement, a lack of female participation in 

paramilitaries and the fact that Loyalist and Unionist women had the choice of joining the state factions, either 

the police or British Army (Alison, 2009). The latter was not an option for Republican women. Alison (2009) and 

McEvoy (2009) both note that they found it extremely difficult to gain access to Loyalist women in order to 

interview them. There is no exact parallel between Loyalist and Republican female ex-combatants with regards 

to the “militant tradition”, as Loyalist paramilitary activity has been seen to be predominantly masculine 

(Coulter, 2000: 131). The Protestant Loyalist and Unionist community appears to be dominated by a patriarchal 

ideology in politics, the Church, state security forces and paramilitaries, whereas women have a more active role 

in community-based organisations. The Church in Northern Ireland is (still) a major influence, and both 

Protestant and Roman Catholic Churches promote conservative views; moreover, both Churches are patriarchal 

institutions (Sales, 1997: 5). There is similarity with Sri Lanka here, as patriarchy has been embedded and 

cemented in society by religion.  

 However, in contrast, Alison (2009) recorded that female Loyalist ex-combatants’ key motivation for 

joining paramilitaries was to defend their communities from attacks by Republican paramilitaries. Thus, it 

appears that although Loyalism is chiefly masculine, women do feel a call to arms in order to protect their 

families. 
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 The most cogent motivations for joining Republican paramilitaries were discrimination (causing a lack 

of jobs and education), harassment, violence, the civil rights movement (1960s), prison protests and the hunger 

strikes (Alison, 2009: 145, 148). Alison quotes Peter (a Loyalist ex-prisoner and community worker) who explains 

with clarity that Loyalists and Republicans were “fighting two different wars” (2009: 154). For Republicans, they 

were fighting a revolutionary war against the state in order to expunge a (perceived) illegitimate government 

under which they had experienced subjugation, injustice, persecution and discrimination. This conflict was not 

simply a struggle for national emancipation, but rather a mass movement intending to bring about social 

transformation. This latter factor was appealing to all people who had undergone subordination, including 

women. 

 Conversely, the Loyalist faction were not fighting an ideological war intent on social change, but rather 

providing a counter-resistance movement intent on preserving the status quo.  

 By manipulating gendered cultural norms to further their cause, women have a vital role in paramilitary 

organisations which cannot be performed by men (as successfully). However, this further exemplifies and 

solidifies women’s secondary role in society.  

 Now the reasons for Tamil women joining the LTTE are examined. In Sri Lanka, oppression, persecution 

and injustice perpetrated by the Sri Lankan Government spurred many people to join the LTTE. Furthermore, 

the occupation of land, displacement of communities and the subsequent hardships associated with forced 

removal caused widespread disruption and disenfranchisement to Tamils. Additionally, the Government 

introduced the scheme of ‘standardisation’ which discriminated against Tamils when attempting to gain 

entrance to tertiary education (Herath, 2012). The Sri Lankan Government imposed a widespread and 

comprehensive regime of marginalisation against Tamil people, in order to alienate and subjugate them in Sri 

Lankan society. These issues have all contributed to motivating Tamils to join the LTTE.  

 In addition, the LTTE asked each family to contribute one person to the cause, and there was a need to 

recruit women for the pragmatic reason that many men had been killed in warfare (Alison, 2003).  

 However, aside from these reasons, women joined the LTTE for gender-specific motives. Sexual 

violence perpetrated by the Indian Peacekeeping Force (IPKF) and the Sri Lankan military towards Tamil women 

motivated them to join the LTTE out of anger and the quest for protection, but also to work towards the 

liberation of all women, not just Tamils. In Tamil society, the blame for rape lies with the victim rather than the 

perpetrator. However, in the LTTE rape is considered an accident, not the victim’s fault (Alison, 2003: 43). 
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Although this is far from ideal, membership of the LTTE provides a space where women do not have to bear the 

societal stigma that comes with being a rape victim along with the customary accusatory connotations. 

 The most compelling motivation for women to join the LTTE would appear to be women’s liberation 

and emancipation with the hope of increased life opportunities and equal rights with men. Schalk writes that 

women’s principle motive for participating in the armed struggle was that it would bring them advantages once 

peace was achieved (1994: 163). However, Alison refutes this claim (2003: 43), as her research revealed that the 

majority of female interviewees were not aware of women rights and equality before they joined the LTTE. 

However, once they joined the movement, their cognizance and commitment to women’s rights had been 

sparked (Alison, 2003: 43-44; 2009: 138, 175).  Thus, one may reason that the struggle for Tamil liberation was 

the preliminary factor in women’s motivation to join the LTTE, and this led to the objective of gender equality. 

Also, this inclusion was brought about by young Tamil women agitating to join (Alison, 2004: 453). 

 The Women’s Front of the LTTE had publicised the unequal position of women in their society and 

framed its commitment to women’s liberation within its pledge to national liberation. In order to gain 

widespread support, the LTTE presented itself as a mass revolutionary movement which sought to change 

society to benefit all members. Thus, the organisation needed to highlight its commitment to gender equality 

and opposition to the caste system as well as its struggle for national liberation.  

 Incorporating women into the military under such conditions sends a double message: firstly, that 

women, at least symbolically, are equal members of the national collectivity; but secondly, and probably more 

importantly, that all members of the national collectivity are incorporated, at least symbolically, into the military 

(Yuval-Davis, 1997: 98). 

  However, the main goal was national emancipation, and therefore the LTTE dictated that women’s 

rights and caste discrimination can only be achieved through the attainment of an independent Tamil nation 

(Alison, 2009: 126). 

 Despite the LTTE’s commitment to women’s equal rights, it has been noted that women did not 

function in decision-making roles alongside men. They implemented policies but did not have a hand in making 

them (Alison, 2009: 183-184). The changes in social behaviour and expectations regarding gender roles may not 

have been intended actions of the LTTE, but rather by-products of the mobilisation towards the goal of national 

independence. Thus, it seems that any societal changes were permitted which did not interfere negatively with 

the national cause. 
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 The LTTE recognised the importance of recruiting women in order to portray itself as a wide-ranging 

and inclusive social movement; however, it considered women’s equal rights as secondary to the cause of 

national liberation (Liyanage in Alison, 2009: 184-185). Women’s emancipation would have been a consequence 

of national independence rather than a goal to be actively and consciously sought. The position of female Tamil 

Tigers was ambivalent, as on one hand they had rejected the traditional role of Tamil women by fighting in 

combat, driving vehicles, wearing trousers, swimming and being part of the navy. On the other hand, they were 

largely absent from the political decision-making processes, which was dominated by men. Therefore, the 

women were fulfillers of policies rather than designers.  

 As this chapter has so far concentrated on female Tamil ex-combatants, Sinhalese female fighters must 

be addressed. Although Sinhalese women are able to join the Sri Lankan state military (Like Loyalist and Unionist 

women), this has yet to be studied; additionally, female fighters in Sinhalese paramilitaries such as Janatha 

Vimukthi Peramuṇa (JVP) appear to be non-existent (Alison, 2009). A study on female Sinhalese non-combatants 

by Samarasinghe (2012) shows how urban, educated Sinhalese women from Colombo have experienced the 

ethnic conflict from a distance and outside of combat zones. The impact of the civil war has caused Buddhism 

to be invoked nationalistically and politically in response to the insurgence of Tamil Nationalism in order to 

empower the Sinhalese. Nevertheless, the military or paramilitary exploits of Sinhalese women were not present 

in the newspaper articles, even when general terms such as ‘soldier’ was used. 

 Next, the role that female ex-combatants have in societies recovering from conflict is explored. 

3.6 FEMALE EX-COMBATANTS IN POST-CONFLICT SOCIETIES 

A sustainable and protracted peace agreement hinges on the reintegration of ex-combatants. In order for 

reintegration to be successful, gender-specific initiatives must be implemented in order to cater for the needs 

of women. For the most part, in post-conflict societies the first priority is to prevent renewed fighting, thus 

women’s rights are postponed and (often) women are relegated back into the domestic sphere. Although this is 

a cynical view, the replication of social taboos in the LTTE has simply refashioned old social-sexual norms of 

control, which does not bode well for gender equality in the future. 
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 Moreover, in Northern Ireland, it appears that female Loyalist ex-combatants occupied auxiliary roles 

in comparison to men. In addition, although female Republican ex-combatants tend to experience more equality 

with their male counterparts, Northern Ireland is still an unequal society politically, as only 30 per cent of MLAs 

are female. However, there was the highest number of female MLAs elected to Stormont in March 2017. The 

Independent reports that the lower number of female MLAs compared to male is due to the Troubles being 

male-dominated, and as the power-sharing government was predicated on bringing organisations formerly 

engaged in violence together to create peace, it meant that women were left out as there were fewer women 

in the paramilitary groups than men (Fenton, 2017). Although there were women in both Republican and Loyalist 

paramilitary groups, there were more women in the former, however overall men outnumbered women in both 

types of groups. Nonetheless, the emancipation (caused by women fighting alongside men) cannot be discerned 

as permanent or transitory by only looking at the newspaper depictions of female ex-combatants. However, 

close reading of the articles reveals that mostly female Republican ex-combatants feature, and only one Loyalist 

woman was mentioned. This points to the absence of female Loyalist ex-combatants in high-profile decision-

making positions which would suggest that the more gender equal stance of Republicanism has facilitated 

greater gender equality post-conflict. 

 Connected to the theme of female ex-combatants in post-conflict societies, is the theme of former 

combatants and peace. 

3.6.1 Former Combatants and Peace 

Many former combatants have made positive contributions to peace in Northern Ireland (Brewer et al., 2013) 

as they are a rich resource for bridge building (Wahidin, 2016: 218). Moreover, they were vital in ‘policing the 

peace’ against ‘spoilers’ (Shirlow et al., 2010: 39) (spoilers may refer to Dolours and Marian Price who oppose 

Sinn Féin’s place in the power-sharing government as they see it as a shirking true Republicanism). Thus, how 

these contributions are reported shapes social attitudes and responses to peace. News media create and portray 

constructions of reality when reporting on female ex-combatants and peace, and, subsequently participate in 

the social context of post-conflict communities.  

 The social reintegration of ex-combatants is crucial to the buttressing of peace agreements. The female 

ex-combatant, Mary McArdle, was part of an IRA gang who ambushed magistrate Tom Travers as he left Mass 
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in south Belfast in 1984, killing his daughter Mary. She was arrested aged 19 near the murder scene after she 

was found in possession of two handguns hidden in surgical stockings under her skirt. She was jailed for life and 

served 14 years, being released early under the terms of the Good Friday Agreement. She was appointed as 

Carál Ní Chuilín’s (North Belfast MLA for Sinn Féin and the former Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure 16th May 

2011 until 30th March 2016) Special Adviser after the two had met in jail. Ní Chuilín speaks of her former Special 

Adviser McArdle, 

Mary and I are both former political prisoners. We, along with many others, played a role in bringing 
people to the peace process. We are a result of the conflict and need to be part of the future (Beacom 
and Mulgrew, 2011). 

The ‘buy-in’ and contribution to peace-building of ex-combatants are significant in the peace process, as 

research points to former prisoners as effective peace-making agents at the micro and community levels 

(Shirlow and McEvoy, 2008: 13). Shirlow and McEvoy aver: 

[m]uch of the ‘heavy lifting’ in conflict transformation in…highly polarised communities which have 
been most affected by violence in Northern Ireland, has in fact been undertaken by former combatants 
and former prisoners. It is they who have played a fundamental role in embedding the peace process 
through conspicuous demonstrations of leadership ‘on the ground’ (2008: 5). 

However, the contributions of ex-combatants to conflict transformation on the ground is “under-sung” (Brewer 

et al., 2013: 24). The node ‘former combatants and peace-building’ has been assigned to all mentions of female 

ex-combatants and peace-building, and this allows the researcher to observe how often this link is made, and 

how the female former combatants are profiled, such as, if they are portrayed as key players in conflict 

transformation. 

 Many ex-combatants feel isolated and stigmatised after release from prison. Shirlow and McEvoy note 

that former prisoners and ex-combatants have experienced negative stereotyping and unfavourable 

representation in the news media, which the respondents felt undermined the peace process (Shirlow and 

McEvoy, 2008: 103-104). Evidence of this has been provided by this thesis, and the findings can be seen in the 

Northern Ireland data chapter. Peace has to be seen to be believed and 

the lack of visibility of former prisoners in the delivery of peace in the jurisdiction, particularly on the 
ground in communities most affected by violence, is a significant deficit in understanding the transition 
from conflict. For some commentators, the primary attention given to former prisoners appears to 
either evoke past acts of violence or assume that the conspicuous involvement of some in 
contemporary aspects of thuggery is emblematic of the behaviour of the entire former prisoner 
community…perpetual negative labelling undermines a more reasonable consideration of both 
individuals and groups of former prisoners. Evidently, unconstructive stereotyping significantly 
undersells importance of former prisoners in sustaining and indeed nourishing the peace process… 
(Shirlow and McEvoy, 2008: 1). 
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Thus, the news articles depicting female ex-combatants have been analysed in order to ascertain if their tone is 

negative, positive or neutral. In addition, the articles are observed so as to identify the pairing of female ex-

combatants and their past roles as paramilitaries which would serve to undermine their constructive 

involvement in conflict transformation.   

 Moreover, Féron (2006) notes that some ex-combatants have turned to crime following their release 

from prison, and the news media tend to focus on these activities which overshadow the positive contributions 

that ex-combatants have made in society.  

 Former combatants play a vital role in liaising and opening up dialogue between active paramilitary 

organisations and vulnerable communities because of their legitimacy as ex-paramilitaries. However, this 

legitimacy also truncates their credibility with the general population and political bodies because of their past 

associations with violence and criminality (Mitchell, 2008). 

 This research considers the role of the news media in maintaining social narratives about female ex-

combatants and peace, by looking at representations of female former combatants which may reinforce 

negative myths and stereotypes about ex-prisoners and underrepresent their contributions to peace-building. 

Moreover, gendered understandings of the social world are investigated as the ex-combatants are female as 

well as being former prisoners. Easteal et al. (2015) write, 

[m]edia stories are told within a gendered societal landscape through the cultural images of masculine 
and feminine and, from a feminist perspective, are susceptible to influence by unconscious gender 
biases (2015: 104). 

The added dimension of the female gender explores assumptions about the feminisation of peace, whereby 

women who once took up arms in non-traditional gender roles are now involved in rebuilding the fabric of 

society. An example of female former combatants who have participated in societal reconstruction is in 

Northern Ireland where they have contributed to peace-building through community work (2016: 218); and one 

participant is quoted, “[t]he ex-prisoners are at the forefront or the coalface of building peace. So now there’s 

a recognition that we are at the forefront of peace building” (2016: 227). Furthermore, non-combatant women 

in Rwanda have helped to rebuild society after the genocide where one million people were killed. Hunt explains 

that post-war, the Transitional National Assembly (created in November 1994), had no members who had 

participated in the parliament before the genocide. The government selected “[c]apable, trusted women” as 

the “first leadership appointments” in ministerial roles; and, “[w]omen played key roles at the grass-roots level 

of reconstruction…applying their existing proficiencies in new ways” (Hunt, 2014: 153-154).  
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Returning to this research, it contemplates the potential for the news media to offer and enable 

challenges to this narrative. 

 The next stage in this literature review deals with how female combatants and ex-combatants are 

portrayed in the news media. 

3.7 THE NEWS MEDIA AND FEMALE COMBATANTS 

Although this research uses the neutral term ‘combatant’ for women who were engaged in proscribed political 

violence, the supporting literature covers the media portrayal of female terrorists. Thus, when referring to other 

research the terms ‘terrorist’ and ‘terrorism’ where appropriate are used. This is not a value judgement but 

simply a more convenient way of explaining the rationale behind the research. 

 As previously stated, the news media are extremely powerful in shaping, informing, disseminating and 

propagating public opinion and knowledge. Thus, the news media’s representation of female combatants is a 

key component in informing public opinion. However, this research is dealing with the representation of female 

ex-combatants in post-conflict societies. Therefore, the literature concerning female combatants in the news 

media is being reviewed in order to identify elements which may or not surface in newspaper articles covering 

female ex-combatants. That is to say, the research reveals if the same formulae used to describe female 

combatants is also used for female ex-combatants. 

 News media coverage is the most likely source to affect public opinion and foreign policy preferences 

(especially in democratic regimes), mainly because the news media are the channels through which most 

individuals receive information on foreign affairs. Often the public has less knowledge and personal experience 

of this area of news (Yarchi, 2014: 674). However, in times of civil unrest, when men and women’s roles overlap 

(as in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka), news media have the opportunity to challenge the stultifying gender 

stereotypes by representing ex-combatant women accurately because “gendering has tangible effects” (Sjoberg 

and Gentry, 2007: 55). Conversely, Nacos opines that news media reinforce gender clichés (2005: 435). In 

addition, Melzer argues that highly gendered representations of female terrorists in the news media portray 

them as deviant non-women or unnatural women. The cultural unease about women engaging in political 

violence destabilises gender conventions:  
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a deviance (violent female actors) within an already deviant framework (terrorism). This troubling of 
gender norms becomes visible in the excessive press coverage of women active in left-wing militant 
groups… (Melzer, 2009: 36). 

This uneasiness is manifested in vilification. Wahidin writes that in Northern Ireland, female combatants were 

denigrated in the news media especially during the ‘no wash’ protest in Armagh Prison (2016: 14-15). Also, 

MacDonald explains that whilst protesting, Mairéad Farrell (an IRA member killed by security forces) was also 

running as a candidate for the Cork elections. The picture chosen by the campaigners showed her as grubby and 

unkempt, and her father took offence to this. He would have preferred a pretty picture rather than one showing 

her as she was. MacDonald quotes Farrell,  

[h]e didn’t want to accept the reality…Show the pretty picture because this is the daughter he wanted 
portrayed, not the actual reality. I think that society in general also found it difficult to accept (1991: 
135). 

The cultural anxiety around depictions of the violent unkempt women jarred with, and destabilised, society’s 

trust in gender norms where women are peace-loving and ladylike (this is further explained in the section 

‘Reasons for Women Joining Paramilitary Organisations: Northern Ireland’). This uneasiness may be the reason 

for the biography which accompanies female terrorists in the news media. 

 News media attempt to account for a female terrorist’s actions by making sense of her violence through 

gender and biology (Gentry, 2011: 181). In addition, news media dig into her personal life in order to find 

something that ‘went wrong’ (Bloom, 2011a: 33) which then caused her to take up arms. Usually what follows 

is an analysis of her background rather than her political motivations, because news media are more interested 

in characterising the woman behind the deed rather than the terrorist attack itself (Stack, 2011). These 

examinations and assumptions deflect from (Gentry, 2011: 180) and deny her agency as a politically motivated 

person. Instead news media spread the view that she must have engaged in terrorism not because of ideology 

but because of biology. 

 This is due, in part, to terrorism being outside the accepted realm of gender constructions.  

Media coverage, particularly in the West, appears to actively search for alternate explanations behind 
women's participation in terror in a way that does not seem paralleled in the coverage of male suicide 
bombers, whose official ideological statements appear to be taken at face value (Toles Parkin, 2004: 
79). 

Women do not fit the mould of terrorism as its construction is intensely masculine (Talbot, 2001: 165). 

Traditional gender roles define women, and they are confined to this narrative in the news media. Therefore, 

their acts of terrorism are also framed by gender constructions. As female terrorism is outside of gender norms, 



 92 

explanations try to bring it back to universally accepted conventions in order to reconcile it with inherited images 

of women and femininity.  

[D]ue to the dialectical nature of identifications, representation of women who have used violence 
works to construct gendered identities not only for the women whose violence is being portrayed, but 
for all women (Venäläinen, 2016: 262).  

These narratives preserve gendered discourses of women and are part of the persistent subjugation of women.  

 Although female terrorism is outside the familiar understanding of accepted female behaviour, female 

terrorists are not rare (Nacos, 2005: 436; Yarchi, 2014: 676). They are less of a novelty in reality, yet people still 

react with extra shock when confronted with a female perpetrator. Generally, men receive more news media 

coverage than women (Gauntlett, 2008). However, when women operate outside of recognised gender norms, 

they received more media attention as it is something out of the ordinary. Yarchi argues that  

the phenomena of female suicide bombers is [sic] so different from female gender stereotypes and 
unexpected, that it makes the press take a deeper look into the terror organizations’ society and 
present more frames compatible to the terrorist messages. These finding [sic] stress the sad reality that 
suicide attacks by male perpetrators are not that surprising and do not make journalists report about 
motives or contextualize male terrorists’ actions. When a female blows herself up in a crowd, we ask 
“What could make her do that?” When it is a male suicide bomber, we consider it “normal” (2014: 685). 

Sjoberg and Gentry declare that the mainstream media attempt to “explain away the possibility [of]…conscious 

choice” in committing political violence when attempting to answer why a woman took up arms (2007: 50). 

Sjoberg and Gentry’s (2007) research on women’s violence in global politics concludes that mother, monster 

and whore narratives are utilised by the media in order to deny women’s agency in political violence. These 

narratives attempt to rebalance the accepted gendered conventions of womanhood, where women are peaceful 

and honourable, because women who commit acts of political violence are not ‘real’ women. They do not mimic 

or endorse the long-established notions of femininity; thus, they are ostracised in order to redress the status 

quo. 

The mother, monster and whore narratives that exclude women’s agency from proscribed violence are 
a signal…of the continued subordination of women who do not fit our inherited conceptions of 
acceptable femininity (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 54-55). 

 Although men and women may have similar motivations for joining terrorism or politics, such as self-

determination, equality or liberation, this is downplayed in news media coverage. Instead, news media stress 

specific female/feminine reasons for joining terrorist organisations. Their actions are framed within social 

gender stereotypes rather than political or ideological impetuses.  

[W]hen a woman terrorist is represented, her culpability as an empowered female employing 
traditionally masculine means to achieve her goals very rarely emerges. She is seldom the highly 
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reasoned, non-emotive, political animal that is the picture of her male counterpart; in short, she rarely 
escapes her sex (Talbot, 2001: 165). 

The result of utilising gender stereotypes as explanations for terrorist violence is that motivations are simplified 

and distilled down to mere abnormalities in biological or psychological make up, rather than nuanced political 

aspirations. This undervalues women’s agency and it affects women individually and collectively (Laster and 

Frez, 2015: 83, 84, 92). The generalisations of female terrorists are produced through framing which is elucidated 

in the following section. 

3.7.1 Framing 

Although framing has already been addressed in the previous chapter, it is revisited in order to tailor its 

application to female ex-combatants. News media have the capacity to influence, mirror or re-educate news 

consumers’ knowledge about female ex-combatants through framing techniques “in terms of telling people 

what issues to think about and how to think about those issues by presenting them within certain frames” 

(Easteal et al., 2015: 104). Editors make decisions about whom they present, and how they are to be presented. 

Entman explains frames as operating “to select and highlight some features of reality and obscure others in a 

way that tells a consistent story about problems, their causes, moral implications, and remedies” (1993: 76-77). 

These frames rely on news consumers’ pre-existing understandings, and consequently the frames cue reactions 

from the familiar contextualisation of female terrorists.  

 Female terrorists are often characterised into seven main categories: biologically unnatural because 

they destabilise gender norms (Melzer, 2009: 35-36), mothers, fanatics, vengeful widows, lovesick, sexually 

deviant, propaganda tools, victims and brainwashed puppets. Female terrorists are seen as non-women with 

flawed biology and sexuality. As women are traditionally seen as mothers and carers, the politically violent 

female terrorist is incongruent with the conventional vision of women. Thus, news media coverage proffers 

explanations for their deviant behaviour. More personal information is provided about female perpetrators 

compared to male terrorists. Their actions cannot be accepted at face value but must be rationalised and 

contextualised (Yarchi, 2014: 675, 677, 678).  

 There are several frames used to represent female terrorists which are summarised: 
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3.7.1.1 Unnatural Frame 

Women involved in non-state militant groups are frequently portrayed as unnatural women in the news media 

(Melzer, 2009: 35). Bloom declares, “the media fetishizes female terrorists” (2011a: 33) which leads to the 

conclusion that they are out of the ordinary and unnatural. News media use narratives with which the news 

consumers are familiar (for example, stereotypes and gender norms), so that the story is recognisable because 

it matches pre-existing beliefs of readers. For example, MacDonald states that Northern Ireland’s news media 

depicted the Price sisters as vile, unnatural, inhuman non-women after they were arrested following the 1973 

Old Bailey bombing. MacDonald claims that these descriptions are still applied to IRA women today (MacDonald, 

1991: 135). As MacDonald’s research is dated 1991, the newspaper articles from 2009 to 2015 have been 

analysed in order to see if these narratives still apply to ex-IRA women after the Good Friday Agreement.  

 These gendered portrayals recreate, perpetuate and reinforce gendered writings and readings and 

consequently, beliefs about female combatants. The potency and abundance of these narratives feeds into news 

consumers’ understanding because they are easily palatable and recognisable, “the most convincing stories, 

especially in the media, are those that fit within the context of preconceived popular ideas about human 

behaviour generally, often grounded in gender stereotypes” (Laster and Frez, 2015: 92). Gentry avers that these 

gendered narratives of women are detrimental to women’s agency (2011: 179). Female terrorists disrupt gender 

norms thus they must be accounted for as abnormal in order to preserve the social fabric.  

 Enloe (1993) notes that news media coverage of female combatants is not because of, or conducive to, 

gender equality, but rather the novelty of combatants who encompass the traits of feminine women which 

buttress gender conventions. This is seen when “[w]omen soldiers were not soldiers but women soldiers; their 

gender marked their identity on the battlefield” (Sjoberg, 2007: 83). Thus, it appears that “womanhood is more 

recognized rather than more integrated” (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 9).  

 The frame of the ‘unnatural woman’ was looked for in the newspaper articles to see if it is applicable 

to female ex-combatants, as well as combatants. 

 In connection with the unnatural frame, the next frame discussed is the failed mother frame. 
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3.7.1.2 Failed Mother Frame 

A woman who is unable to have children or whose children have been killed can be characterised as the failed 

mother (in the context of female terrorists in the news media). She has failed in her main (some may say, only) 

role, thus is dehumanised or ‘dewomanised’ (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 33). Hence, her actions are said to stem 

not from political or religious beliefs but from sterility (Gentry, 2011: 181). In addition, women who choose 

political violence over their children are framed unfavourably. This is not mirrored when it comes to male 

terrorists with children (Nacos, 2005: 445). This is because the mother overshadows the father in society, and 

mothers are the main carers of children. Thus, there is a significant dissonance between the mother and 

terrorist. 

 Conversely, the female terrorist who acts out of maternal instinct in order to protect her offspring is 

seen as non-threatening and ‘domesticated’ (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 33) as she is still nurturing, which 

resonates with the customary images of femininity and motherhood. 

 Along with the frame of motherhood, the frame of the failed mother influences the themes that were 

searched for in the newspaper articles to see if it is prevalent in the coverage of female ex-combatants. This 

theme is undermining for women as it reduces all their agency down to maternal instinct rather than conscious 

choice. 

 The next theme to be considered is the hysterical woman frame. 

3.7.1.3 Hysterical Woman Frame 

A female terrorist can be represented as the “irrational other” who is more fanatical than her male counterpart 

because of female hysteria and emotions. Bloom argues that “[w]omen involved in terrorist violence are 

demonized more than male terrorists” (2011a: 33). Nacos conceptualises the “tough-as-males/tougher-than-

men” frame where women must prove themselves by being crueller, more lethal and more violent than their 

male counterparts (2005: 444). 

 LTTE female combatants feature in Sri Lankan news media and these combatants are represented as 

more fearsome and aggressive than male Tamil Tigers. This may be due to the women’s need to prove their 

abilities by intensifying their actions; or it may be the news media’s reaction to a woman committing acts of 

physical violence. In this frame, women are seen as more fanatical because they have a flaw which means they 
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are mad or bad; or else, they are emulating masculine behaviour in order to legitimise themselves. De Silva notes 

that “female cadres [from the LTTE] have to be more tough, ruthless and less sympathetic – in a word, more 

macho – in order to compete for status and recognition in a traditionally patriarchal context” (2009: 181-182). 

However, violence in women is worse than masculine violence as it operates outside of the traditional and 

trusted roles of women. This is especially relevant if news gatherers are reporting female combatants’ actions 

in an exaggerated manner in order to highlight the unorthodoxy of women fighting, rather than accurately. 

 The newspaper articles from Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka were analysed in order to identify any 

references to the female ex-combatants being ‘worse than men’ due to the dissonance of their former roles and 

the accepted feminine gender norms. 

 The revenge frame is reviewed in the following section. 

3.7.1.4 Revenge Frame 

Instead of political acumen being the springboard for women’s involvement in terrorism, the news media can 

depict it as a reactionary act due to the death of a family member/friend, where the primary motivation is 

emotional (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 35). Women are portrayed as seeking vengeance for a loved one rather 

than being politically motivated. This is evident in the portrayals of Chechen black widows (Stack, 2011) who are 

defined in terms of their relationship to a man, and ‘black’ because they bring death. As they are widows, this 

conjures up the imagery of sterility, thus their useful feminine lives are over, so they may as well sacrifice their 

now defunct bodies for the cause.  

 However, this does not account for women who have experienced similar trauma, yet do not become 

terrorists (Laster and Frez, 2015: 90). 

 In the newspaper articles, attention was given to any reference to female ex-combatants becoming 

involved in paramilitary activity due to vengeance for a male loved one. 

3.7.1.5  Love Frame 

Related to the revenge frame, the love frame portrays the female terrorist as brainwashed- a gullible girl who 

has been manipulated by men. In this frame she is not aware of or engaged in the political ideology. The result 

of this is that she may be portrayed sympathetically as having been exploited and taken advantage of. Melzer 
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avers that the use of the diminutive infantilises women and presents them as immature and easily led ‘girls’ 

rather than self-assured women, and “this emphasizes a general tendency to frame women as (political) minors” 

(2009: 46). 

 This frame was kept in mind whilst analysing the newspaper articles. Its usage is detrimental to female 

agency as it absolves the woman of responsibility and discredits any form of agency.    

3.7.1.6  Sexuality Frame 

Following on from the love frame, the sexuality frame reduces the female combatant’s behaviour down to sexual 

deviance where she must have an aberrant and flawed sexuality. Sjoberg and Gentry call this the whore narrative 

of sexual deviance: “erotomania, erotic dysfunction and sexual slavery…insatiable need for sex with men or 

inability to have sex with men” (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 46). This apparent hyper-sexuality or frigidity is used 

to explain non-conforming behaviour. 

 It was doubted if this frame were used in Northern Ireland’s or Sri Lanka’s news media as the journalists 

are educated professionals, however it was borne in mind in the analysis. 

 Next, the frame of propaganda is evaluated. 

3.7.1.7  Propaganda Frame 

Terrorism needs media attention in order for its message to be portrayed to the world as it is a “quintessentially 

media-dependent form of political activity” (Laster and Frez, 2015: 88). Since “terrorism is a communicative act” 

(Hoskins and O'Loughlin, 2009: 9), publicity is their [terrorists’] lifeblood and their oxygen” (Nacos, 2002: 39). 

What this means is that, the “mass media of communication is central to furthering their [terrorists’] publicity 

goals and even their political and religious objectives” (Nacos, 2002: 39). 

 A terrorist group’s existence is realised through media representation. Acts of terror are disseminated 

in the news media, and the (intended) result is to spread fear and intimidation throughout society. Hence, 

Margaret Thatcher2 took umbrage with terrorist organisations in Northern Ireland using media exposure to 

sustain their propaganda, which she named “the oxygen of publicity” (McLaughlin and Baker, 2015: 80). 

                                                           
2 Thatcher was the first female Prime Minister of the UK. She was a controversial figure in Northern Ireland due to her refusal to grant the 

IRA’s request of political prisoner status, especially during the hunger strikes of 1980-1981 Margaret Thatcher Foundation. (2018) 
Biography. Available at: https://www.margaretthatcher.org/essential/biography.asp. 
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 Terrorist attacks are perpetrated for effect, and in the case of suicide bombing, women are thought to 

get more media attention than men (Enloe, 1993: 202). More publicity is gained through using females because 

they are defying tradition (Bloom, 2011a: 22) and acting out of the ordinary. Thus, this exceptional 

uncharacteristic behaviour adds to the shock value. Bloom notes that an attack by a woman gets eight times as 

much press attention as a man (2011: 23, 128).  

 Women are traditionally relegated to the private domestic sphere; however, terrorism is executed in 

public due to its need for (media) attention. Thus, greater impact occurs when women carry out attacks as they 

blur the boundaries between the dangerous combatant and innocent defenceless civilian. Women (and children) 

are generally perceived as the victims of conflict, yet here they are turning this belief on its head.  

To further expand on the frame of propaganda, de Alwis notes that LTTE propaganda has transformed 

the perception of ideal womanhood from pure daughter and nurturing mother to “masculinized virgin warrior” 

(2002: 683). Although this reconstruction of the ideal woman is meant to challenge the patriarchal hegemony, 

with regards to sexuality, the restraints remain the same inside the LTTE as outside- that is, female Tamil Tigers 

must remain chaste. Despite the championing of women’s rights and emancipation, the LTTE continues to police 

women’s sexuality in accordance with traditional Tamil culture. One reason may be that once peace is restored 

and/or national independence achieved, men will only want to marry chaste women, as this is deemed 

appropriate in their culture. However, if the national movement is aligned with women’s freedom then it begs 

the question: what does sexuality have to do with the struggle for national liberation? As mentioned previously, 

gender and sexuality are interwoven with nationalism, and this demobilising trend is evident even in the LTTE 

which claims gender equality is a motivational factor.  

 Moreover, Gonsalves (2005) notes that although the image of the “armed virgin” appears to challenge 

traditional society and lean towards modern Western values; its potential radicalism has been truncated by its 

linkage with ‘karpu’. Gonsalves cites Schalk’s (1994) work on karpu which states that this is a traditional Tamil 

Hindu concept which dictates that women should act chastely and with restraint when interacting with men 

(Schalk in Gonsalves, 2005: 40). Thus, the female combatant is portrayed not as the harbinger of gender equality, 

but as a refashioning of traditional Tamil behaviour within the framework of patriarchy. By insisting on chastity, 

this makes a female ex-combatant available for marriage, as she has not transgressed any sexual boundary which 

would render her unfit for matrimony. Therefore, by enforcing a strict ban on extra-marital sexual affairs, the 

LTTE is perpetuating patriarchy within their own apparently emancipatory movement. 



 99 

 As stated beforehand, Rajasingham-Senanayake (2004) and Alison (2009) both claim that the 

advancement in gender equality brought about by women fighting alongside men will not be lost in the post-

conflict period. However, the reality of controlled sexuality is palpable.  The LTTE’s propaganda is publicising the 

‘right’ type of women who will feature in their nation and this type is dictated by men. Thus, for women, the 

post-conflict period seems familiar to women’s position prior to the fighting. 

 Therefore, in the Sri Lankan news articles, this imagery of female ex-combatants as reformed and 

chaste women was looked out for in the text. 

 The penultimate frame which is derived from literature on the news media coverage of female 

terrorists, is the victim frame. 

3.7.1.8  Victim Frame 

Victimhood is a category used to understand women’s use of violence. These women are portrayed as naïve 

puppets who are at the mercy of their male counterparts through deception or coercion. Galvin (1983) argues 

that women are introduced into terrorism by men (such as family members or romantic partners) and occupy 

secondary positions.  

 In the news media, the dichotomy of peace-loving women and war-mongering men prevails. Generally, 

news articles have paid homage to patriarchal societal constructions of women and men. Bop notes that 

although news media report on women’s suffering during conflict they ignore women as active agents in conflict, 

thus the news consumer is presented only with images of women as victims of war. This depiction truncates 

awareness of the realistic roles which women occupy in conflict, hence the lack of recognition or erroneous 

recognition, and impedes actions which could aid women’s roles in post-conflict reconstruction. This results in 

the continuation of women’s marginalisation (Bop, 2001: 19).  

 On another note, after hostilities have ceased and post-conflict reconstruction and peace-building 

occur, women may not be depicted realistically as ex-combatants but simply as victims, in the news media. One 

reason behind this may be that the image of the female ex-combatant jars with the traditional expectation of 

women as nurturing and peace-loving mothers, hence women’s roles can be left out of news coverage if they 

clash with the prevailing idea of women as victims of men’s violent nationalism.  
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 In addition, Pillay highlights that in the aftermath of conflict, women are verbally abused and 

disrespected by the media [and the government] (2001: 42). Pillay’s assertion may have been the case within a 

particular country, however it was considered when analysing the newspapers, to see whether a Nationalist-

leaning newspaper characterises Republican female ex-combatants in such a way.  

 The final frame to be discussed is the appearance frame.  

3.7.1.9  Appearance Frame 

Female terrorists, having been accounted for as unnatural in the news media, can be depicted as bearing a 

resemblance to men (Talbot, 2001: 175) in order to intensify their ‘abnormality’. In addition, the adopting of 

masculine traits and neglecting feminine qualities in order to be less restricted exemplifies the maleness of 

female combatants such as short haircuts and lack of make-up. 

 Frequently, imagery of female combatants focuses on their appearance. In Sri Lanka, the symbolic 

representation of women has changed from saris to combat boots.  Moreover, the news media focused on the 

androgyny of the female Tamil Tigers and this stressed the unnaturalness of the female fighter. Gonsalves 

mentions the difference between Sinhalese and Tamil newspapers, in that in the former female combatants 

were described with reference to their appearance; and the latter focused on the women’s heroic feats. 

Consequently, in Sinhalese newspapers, female combatants’ political agency is subsumed and undermined by 

their short haircuts and fatigues (Gonsalves, 2005). The focus on their outward appearance directed news 

consumers’ attentions towards what they were wearing rather than why they were wearing it or for what they 

were fighting. Therefore, the motivations and ideologies of female combatants were overlooked in favour of 

reducing their militarism to mere clothing choices. This has parallels with Western female politicians who are 

ridiculed for their outfits or hairstyles. 

 Gonsalves notes an occasion when female LTTE members’ clothes provoked outrage. According to 

ceasefire regulations, when LTTE members entered Sri Lankan government territory they had to wear civilian 

clothes and be unarmed (Gonsalves, 2005: 45). For women, traditional Sri Lankan civilian clothes would entail a 

sari. However, on 12th February 2003, female LTTE members wore long-sleeved shirts, trousers and a thick belt. 

These women were then stopped at a Sri Lankan Army checkpoint in Manipay, Jaffna. Sri Lankan Army soldiers 

attempted to remove the women’s belts and subsequently a fight occurred between LTTE combatants and the 
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Sri Lankan Army soldiers. This event was sparked by women not wearing traditional female dress, but rather 

men’s clothes. Women wearing trousers, belts and shirts is a paltry thing to focus on, but the non-conformist 

aspect unsettled and challenged patriarchal control. The women’s clothes identified them as combatants and 

thus on the same level as the male soldiers. 

 Therefore, the androgynous characterisation of female combatants was searched for in the news 

coverage of female ex-combatants to see if this portrayal was present in the post-conflict period. 

 As well as androgyny, the traditional depictions of women’s hair, weight and outfits are a theme in the 

research design.  

 Having discussed the disciplines pertaining to gender, the news media and peace-building in order to 

provide the rationale for this research, the conclusion is now stated.  

3.8 CONCLUSION 

To conclude, feminist theory describes the political nature of the relationship between men and women.  

Feminism as a political movement aims to equalise the power imbalance between women and male power. It 

dictates that patriarchal power is a key mechanism in the oppression of women. Due to the unequal distribution 

of power in patriarchal societies, women’s representation in the news media plays homage to traditional gender 

stereotypes. Feminist theory is fitting for this study as the news media’s representation of women in peace-

building is political, but also there is apparent gender subordination. This study aims to bring awareness of this 

and hopes for social transformation.  

 Tuchman’s (1979) application of Gerbner and Gross’s (1976) theory coupled with Charlesworth (2008) 

and Otto (2006) inform this project. To represent women in the news media using traditional gender stereotypes 

will impede their agency in peace-building and political participation because how one is portrayed in the news 

media has impact on one’s significance in society. Also, the absence of female ex-combatants involved in peace-

building in the news media causes them to be absent from public consciousness, which means their actions are 

not acknowledged and they are not deemed necessary for peace-building. 

 The causal relationship between news media representations and public opinion means that if female 

ex-combatants and peace are given low coverage, then society will not appreciate their importance. The news 
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media have the potential to be an agent for social change through solutions journalism, whereby, instead of 

cynically lambasting negative or unsuccessful attempts at peace-building, it could identify weaknesses and 

constructively reframe female ex-combatants differently from how female combatants are traditionally 

characterised. 

 In post-conflict Sri Lanka, the challenge is to increase and at the very least, preserve the level of 

women’s participation that occurred during the conflict at the local and national level.  In order to attain a 

sustainable solution to the conflict, women’s gender-specific priorities can be publicised via the news media, 

which is a more accessible space for women as opposed to policy-making at government level. Sri Lanka has an 

alternative press with a wide publication circulation (Samuel, 2001: 203). Therefore, the news media, by 

reporting on female ex-combatants’ motivations for joining the LTTE, experiences during their service and their 

position in the post-conflict situation, can help heighten women’s profile in society and increase their role in 

working towards a solution to ethnic conflict.  The solution must incorporate gendered aspirations and needs to 

ensure a protracted and sustainable peace rather than simply nationalist goals. 

 In Sri Lanka, the national movement is primarily about independence, and gender equality is presented 

as dependent on national liberation. This linkage is mobilising for women as they see the path to women’s rights 

as parallel to the Tamil struggle for independence. Nevertheless, the common result of the attainment of 

national liberation is that gender equality is not prioritised or is ignored altogether, and women regress from 

active combatants alongside men to the role of domestic child-bearer. Similarly, in Northern Ireland, gender 

equality has not been effectively mainstreamed into peace-building. Gender mainstreaming in peace processes 

highlights and justifies the need for gender equity, however it is the established patriarchy and associated 

institutions which are in need of development and modernisation in order for gender equality to take root and 

be sustainable rather than mere tokenism (Harris, 2004: 65). 

 As news media are sources of information for the populace, how ex-combatant women are classified 

and described enlightens news consumers about their new roles and helps to reconcile them to this modern 

woman. It will be interesting to note if the reporting of female ex-combatants has desensitised the populace 

(both Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka) from being offended at the challenge to gender norms and prepared them 

to open up the floor for a debate on women’s rights. 

 In order to investigate how women feature in post-conflict reconstruction, this PhD analyses the 

representation of ex-combatants in the news media. Previous research identifies that although women are vital 
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components of peace-building, they are often neglected in post-conflict reconstruction. This existing literature 

then proceeds to extol the benefits of including women on an equal footing with men; however, it does not 

suggest concrete solutions to the problem. This thesis aims to go beyond previous studies and suggest ways of 

tackling women’s exclusion by interrogating the news media. 

 As this and the preceding chapter have covered the literature related to the research being conducted 

in this PhD, the next chapter outlines the methodology of how the study was carried out. 
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4 Methodology Chapter 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

A research method is a procedure for gathering data (Bryman, 2012: 46). This chapter outlines the methods used 

to collect and analyse the newspaper articles about female ex-combatants in post-conflict societies, which were 

used to answer the thesis’s research question: how do the news media represent female ex-combatants during 

the post-conflict period? Moreover, the findings were used to confirm or disprove the hypotheses set out in the 

Introduction chapter. 

 The methodology of this research is comprised of the case studies of Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, 

which are used to understand the meaning, rationale and purpose of social phenomena that are produced and 

affected by culture-specific societies. Newspapers which are indigenous to Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka have 

been chosen for analysis because local and regional theories, which are fitted to specific problems and particular 

situations, are replacing grand narratives (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000: 17). This research studies the articles 

produced in the cases’ domestic settings rather than disconnected international news media.  

 The newspaper articles were selected from Nexis.com and then put into the software program NVivo 

for storage and analysis. Quantitative content analysis and qualitative critical discourse and semiotic analyses of 

the newspaper articles were conducted as “the most direct way to study news is to analyze the articles 

themselves as illustrations of myth” (Lule, 2001: 5). The newspapers within each case were compared, to see 

how newspapers with opposing political affiliations described female ex-combatants differently. Following this, 

the cases of Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka were compared; this was to observe differences and similarities 

between countries undergoing conflict transformation. 

 This chapter is divided into sections dealing with the research design and the modes of analysis, 

beginning with the former. 
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4.2 RESEARCH DESIGN 

The research design involved a case study approach to provide empirical evidence in different societies. 

Qualitative critical discourse and semiotic analyses of newspaper articles was conducted to determine how 

female ex-combatants are depicted. Furthermore, quantitative content analysis was carried out to decipher the 

level of newspaper coverage and the profile given to ex-combatants. The rationale for the case study method in 

this research is explained below. 

4.2.1 Case Study 

The decision to use case studies in order to investigate how print news media report on female ex-combatants 

was influenced by the news media not being “readily distinguishable from its context” (Yin, 2003: 4). The news 

media representations of female ex-combatants are specific to Northern Ireland’s and Sri Lanka’s respective 

post-conflict societal reconstructions. Thus, the portrayals were studied in their home-grown particularities 

(Flick, 2009: 21). The histories and complexities of the cases are integral to understanding the newspaper articles 

(Rapley, 2007: xi) as the context of each case adds density and richness to the research, which would be lacking 

if studied in the abstract. Lule lauds the application of case study research to the study of the news, 

[r]ather than contemplate abstract principles of…journalism, research focuses on a particular incident, 
a case, that illustrates principles at work…In journalism, case studies often concentrate on news 
coverage of particular individuals or events…Sometimes issues are so large and so complex that 
abstract discussions founder on endless possibilities...But the discussion of issues gets much more 
specific- and often much more worthwhile- by dramatically narrowing the focus…The issues remain the 
same but now the discussion is grounded, real, specific (Lule, 2001: 5-6). 

The study concentrates on two cases; five newspapers per case which are popular with news consumers and 

available on Nexis; and one time period per case with the focus being female ex-combatants. The cases provided 

the canvas for analysis, but it is the analysis itself which brought to bear robust findings. The cases show how 

women, specifically women who were involved in violence, are portrayed in the post-conflict period. These are 

women who have been involved in (and/or associated with) non-state actors such as paramilitary groups. In 

Northern Ireland, this includes the IRA, UVF, UDA and all sub and break away groups. In Sri Lanka, the focus is 

on the women’s political division of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) called the Birds of Freedom 

(Suthanthirapparavaigal). Through the examination of the cases of Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, over-arching 
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themes arose which aided the understanding of print news media’s role in post-conflict societies, contributed 

to the formation of the thesis. 

Besides, Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka have been selected as cases as, although there are religious, 

cultural and ideological differences, they both have had lengthy ethno-national conflicts broadly split into two 

competing communities. In Northern Ireland, Nationalist and Unionist; and Tamil and Sinhalese in Sri Lanka. 

Both cases have similarities in the structure of society, as both Tamils and Nationalists have experienced 

discrimination by their respective hegemonic Sinhalese and (former) Unionist governments.  

In summary, the rationale behind this research is that the role that the news media play in post-conflict 

societies has not been thoroughly explored, thus there is a need for empirical research at the local level in order 

to ascertain how the news represents figures in communities undergoing conflict transformation. This PhD uses 

comparative qualitative and quantitative data analyses for Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka in order to understand 

the news media’s role within each case’s specific context. The comparison of the two cases helps to establish 

reliability and generality of results; and by focusing on how newspapers depict female ex-combatants, this study 

hopes to provide insight on, and present solutions to, how the news media represent female former combatants 

in societies experiencing peace-building. 

Additionally, when comparing one case, an element which may be prominent here, but not in the other 

case, can highlight the absence to the researcher, which otherwise would have been missed without a 

comparison. This absence was questioned, and its implications investigated. Overall, the comparison provides 

richer results by awakening the researcher to factors which would have been overlooked in a single case study.  

The source of data is newspaper articles because, “[t]exts influence how we see the world and the 

people in it and how we act” (Silverman, 2006: 157). In Northern Ireland especially, the newspapers are 

phenomena which are used by consumers as identity-markers, for example, The Irish News is (generally) read 

by Nationalists, and not Unionists. Whereas there is not such a stark delineation between what news broadcasts 

would be watched by the different ethno-national groups. And as this thesis is a comparative study, the 

newspapers are a medium which offer some of the greatest distinctions between Nationalist and Unionist. Thus, 

for comparability newspapers were chosen for Sri Lanka too. Moreover, due to the Government of Sri Lanka’s 

control over newspapers, and the intimidation of newspaper journalists (Amnesty International, 2009; 2010; 

2013; 2016), the print press was selected so that the findings from this research could be used as evidence of 

the Government’s sanctions. Additionally, the English-language newspapers were accessible through Nexis. 
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Thus, the analysis investigated how the newspaper articles worked to achieve particular effects by identifying 

elements used, and the functions that these play in informing the readership (Silverman, 2006: 157).  

In Northern Ireland, it is relatively easy to identify newspapers which are Nationalist or Unionist, 

however this distinction is less clear in Sri Lanka as to whether newspapers are Tamil or Sinhalese. Thus, three 

newspapers were chosen with the highest readership in Northern Ireland (Sharman, 2016), and as these 

newspapers are based in Belfast, for regional variety, two newspapers are chosen from Derry/Londonderry. 

With regards to Sri Lanka, five newspapers were chosen which were most accessible for an English speaker. The 

Nexis database was utilised to search for newspaper articles with mentions of female ex-combatants.  

The time scale for all the newspapers is 1st January 2009 to 31st December 2015. This is because the 

Good Friday Agreement and peace-building have gained traction during this time in Northern Ireland. And for 

Sri Lanka, 18th May 2009 was the end of the civil war and the beginning of the reconstruction process. Although 

Sri Lanka was still in a state of conflict from 1st January 2009 to 17th May 2009, the same dates are used so that 

both cases are equal for comparison. The newspapers chosen for analysis are as follows: 

 

Table 1 Northern Ireland Newspapers 

 

These mainstream newspapers were chosen as they cover social phenomena frequently thus, there are higher 

incidences of articles reporting on female ex-combatants. During the analysis of the newspapers, the researcher 

discerned how the Nationalist newspapers represented Nationalist female ex-combatants, compared with 

Unionist newspapers. There are two Unionist-leaning newspapers, and two Nationalist-leaning newspapers. 

However, the (officially non-aligned) Belfast Telegraph is considered Unionist as the analysis (in this research 

about female ex-combatants) of the articles is consistent with a Unionist ideology. Therefore, this means that 

Newspaper Information 

Belfast Telegraph 
Private, English language daily, (officially non-

aligned, but considered Unionist as the data show 
that the output is Unionist-leaning) 

Londonderry Sentinel Private, English language weekly, (Unionist) 

News Letter Private, English language daily, (Unionist) 

Derry Journal Private, English language bi-weekly, (Nationalist) 

The Irish News Private, English language daily, (Nationalist) 
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there are more Unionist than Nationalist newspapers for comparison. However, the equal numbers of 

Nationalist and Unionist newspapers were initially chosen as they represented the two ethno-national 

communities of Northern Ireland; and the Belfast Telegraph was selected because of its wide readership and 

non-aligned status. It was only in the analysis that the latter’s stance was considered Unionist due to the 

portrayals of female ex-combatants. Of course, this is the interpretation of the researcher, and only one cross-

section of society was the focus of investigation (female former combatants), thus the Unionist interpretation 

may only be valid in this thesis. 

The hypotheses pertaining to Northern Ireland (under ‘Hypotheses’ in Introduction chapter) are 

discussed in conjunction with the empirical evidence in the data chapter on Northern Ireland. 

Next the Sri Lankan newspapers are listed. 

 

Table 2 Sri Lanka Newspapers 

Newspaper Information 

Daily Financial Times Private, English language daily 

Daily Mirror Private, English-language daily 

Sunday Times Private, English language weekly 

Daily News State-owned, English language daily 

Sunday Observer State-owned, English language weekly 

 

These newspapers have been chosen as their content must be in English due to the researcher’s inability to 

understand Sinhalese or Tamil. Fortunately, Sri Lanka has a considerable amount of English language 

newspapers with a wide readership. The Constitution of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka states 

that the official language of Sri Lanka are Sinhala and Tamil, and “English shall be the link language” (The 

Constitution of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka, 1978). Moreover, English is preferred in 

governmental policies and practices. The Department of Census and Statistics’ report shows that 66.6 per cent 

of the population aged 10 years and above are able to speak English (Department of Census and Statistics- Sri 

Lanka, 2001). However, it must be noted that English language newspapers will appeal to visitors (who cannot 

speak Sinhala or Tamil) to Sri Lanka, thus the state-owned newspapers will want to present a favourable image 

of post-conflict Sri Lanka to tourists. 
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 Although there are more privately-owned/independent newspapers than state-owned ones, these are 

the newspapers which were available on Nexis.com, and for the sake of consistency, all the articles come from 

the same source, rather than online newspaper websites. 

 The private and state-owned newspapers were compared (like the Northern Irish Nationalist and 

Unionist newspapers) to see how political affiliation may colour the representation of female ex-combatants. 

There is no direct comparison between Northern Ireland’s newspapers and Sri Lanka’s, as Northern Ireland does 

not have a state controlled news media, for example, the Unionist newspapers cannot be equated to the state 

newspapers. 

4.2.2 Data Collection 

The Nexis (www.nexis.com) database was utilised through Queen’s University Belfast Library. Nexis provides 

text but there are no graphics showing the article position or pictures. Hence, why critical discourse analysis is 

used to provide an in-depth and close reading of the text. 

 In Nexis, the source (newspaper) was selected, the date range was set (1st January 2009 to 31st 

December 2015), and the search terms were entered. When looking for the articles for the Northern Ireland 

case, a blanket search of ‘female ex-combatant’ was used, however this does not yield many results. The reason 

being that these words do not fit with the vocabulary of mainstream news media. Terms such as female, woman, 

IRA, terrorist, UVF, Cumann na mBan3, soldier, and fighter; plus, the names of (known) individual women who 

participated in the Troubles and post-conflict peace-building were much more fruitful. Chronologies of the 

Troubles (Bew and Gillespie, 1999) and the Northern Ireland peace process (Bew and Gillespie, 1996) were 

consulted to identify women who participated in paramilitary groups. 

    Similarly, Sri Lanka’s papers do not use words like ‘female combatant’. Also, the search of 

‘Suthanthirapparavaigal’ or ‘Birds of Freedom’ yielded very few results. However, names were identified from 

previous literature on the LTTE and these were used as search terms.  

                                                           
3 Cumann na mBan was the Irish Republican women’s association/ organisation founded in April 1914 in Dublin in response to the political 

turmoil in Ireland. The constitution of Cumann na mBan underlined the subsidiary role of women in Nationalist movement and members 
grew disillusioned with their supporting role and joined the IRA in the 1960s and 1970s (Wahidin, 2016: 79-106). 
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 The list below illustrates the names of female ex-combatants as search terms for the Northern Irish 

newspapers: 

 

Figure 1 Northern Ireland List of Name Search Terms 

Anna Moore         
Angela Nelson 
Breige Brownlee 
Beauty Queen Bomber 
Carál Ní Chuilín 
Cumann na mBan 
Dolours Price 
Donna Maguire 
Eibhlin Glenholmes 
Ella O’Dwyer 
Evelyn Glenholmes 
Geraldine Crawford 
Jacqui Upton 

Jennifer McCann 
Josie Dowds 
Judith Ward 
Maire Drumm 
Mairéad Farrell 
Mairead Nugent 
Marian Price 
Marion Coyle                       

Marion Price 
Margaret McClenaghan 
Martina Anderson 
Mary Doyle 
Mary McArdle 

Mata Hari 
Patricia Black 
Peggy O’Hara 
Róisín De Brún 
Rosa McLaughlin  
Rose Dugdale        
Rose Lynch 
Rosena Brown 
Síle Darragh 
Sinead Moore 
Siobhán O`Hanlon 
Rita O’Hare 

These names have been collated from perusing literature and the newspaper articles themselves. In Northern 

Ireland’s newspapers, the female ex-combatants are referred to mostly by name rather than by a general term 

such as ‘female ex-combatant’. However, this and similar search terms were included in order to cover all 

potential terms. The preface female OR woman OR women was added to Nexis before each of the following 

terms: 

 

Figure 2  Northern Ireland List of General Search Terms

Ex-CIRA 

Ex-combatant  

Ex-Continuity IRA 

Ex-dissident 

Ex-INLA 

Ex-Irish National Liberation 

Army 

Ex-IRA 

Ex-Óglaigh na hÉireann 

Ex-ONH 

Ex-PIRA 

Ex-Provisional IRA 

Ex-Provo 

Ex-RIRA 

Ex-terrorist 

Ex-UDA 

Ex-UVF  

Ex-Real IRA  

Former CIRA 

Former combatant 

Former Continuity IRA 

Former dissident 

Former INLA 

Former Irish National 

Liberation Army 

Former IRA 

Former Óglaigh na hÉireann  

Former ONH 

Former PIRA 

Former Provisional IRA 

Former Provo 

Former Real IRA 

Former RIRA 

Former terrorist 

Former UDA 

Former UVF  
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The above list covers the paramilitary groups in Northern Ireland which may have contained women. Having laid 

out the search terms for Northern Ireland, those for Sri Lanka are itemised. 

 For Sri Lanka, there are not as many named female ex-combatants as Northern Ireland, hence the list 

is shorter: 

Figure 3 Sri Lanka List of Name Search Terms 

Adele Balasingham 

Bagrathy Murugesu 

Birds of Freedom 

Jeyakumary Balendaran 

Niromi de Soyza 

Subramaniam Sivakamy 

Suthanthirapparavaigal 

Thamilini 

Urmila Kandiah 

 

The lack of names for the female former cadres may be because these women assumed a nom de guerre whilst 

in the LTTE. Post-conflict, the journalists may not be aware of the women’s name, or simply did not include 

them.  

 The general search terms for Sri Lanka are outlined below. Some of these are different to Northern 

Ireland because, for example, the search term ‘Ex-IRA’ would not be applicable to Sri Lanka. Terms such as 

‘cadre’, ‘comrade’ and ‘insurgent’ were pinpointed by reading literature such as Silva (2010), Gonsalves (2005) 

and Alison (2003; 2004; 2009).  

 

Figure 4 Sri Lanka List of General Search Terms 

Ex-Black Tiger 

Ex-Black Tigress 

Ex-cadre 

Ex-combatant 

Ex-comrade 

Ex-fighter 

Ex-insurgent 

Ex-LTTE 

Ex-militant 

Ex-rebel 

Ex-Tamil 

Ex-Tamil Tiger 

Ex-terrorist 

Ex-Tiger 

Ex-Tigress 

Former Black Tiger 

Former Black Tigress 

Former cadre  

Former combatant 

Former comrade 

Former fighter 

Former insurgent 

Former LTTE 

Former militant 

Former rebel 

Former Tamil Tiger 

Former terrorist 

Former Tiger 

Former Tigress  
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With the search terms having been listed, how the results were downloaded from Nexis and added to Microsoft 

Word are explained. 

4.2.2.1 Using Microsoft Word 

After each search term in each newspaper was searched for, the results were downloaded and saved as Word 

documents.  

 As the results for one search term for one newspaper were all downloaded as one Word document, 

each individual article in the results had to be saved as a separate document, in order to be put into NVivo. The 

document was viewed in ‘Outline’, then the title of each article, which for example would be, ‘1 of 400 

documents’ was made ‘Heading 1’ in Word. All the titles can be made a heading simultaneously by pressing 

Ctrl+H to show the ‘Find and Replace’ dialog box. In the ‘Find What’ box text such as ‘of 400’ was typed and then 

in the ‘Replace with’ box ‘^&’ was typed. With the ‘Replace With’ box still highlighted, in the ‘Format’ box 

‘Heading 1’ was chosen and then ‘Replace All’ was clicked. All the individual articles then had a heading. In order 

to split the articles into separate Word documents, ‘Show Document’ was clicked and all the articles were 

highlighted, then ‘Create’ was clicked and ‘Collapse Subdocuments’. Then all the articles were saved in separate 

Word documents (in folders with their search term as the title) in Rich Text Format (RTF). The articles must be 

in RTF to be put into NVivo.  

 Having described the usage of Microsoft Word, the next stage of NVivo is delineated.   

4.2.2.2 NVivo 

Each article was uploaded to NVivo and saved in folders which were labelled for each female ex-combatant 

name and search term. These were organised into folders for each newspaper in each case. Once all the articles 

had been uploaded they were read in order to acquaint the researcher with their content. This reading 

uncovered some names of female former combatants with which the researcher was unfamiliar, thus the 

researcher went back to Nexis and searched for these terms. In addition, the reading enables the researcher to 

remove articles which were irrelevant or repeated. 

 Nodes, which are theoretical concepts (Gibbs, 2002: 57) or themes, were created (in NVivo) from 

previous academic research. For example, nodes such as ‘domesticity’ which refers to women being aligned with 
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the family, or ‘monster’ which was inspired by violent women being depicted as monstrous in the news media. 

However, whilst reading the articles, themes which had not arisen from the literature review, but came from 

the data itself, were made into nodes and added to the analysis (this is further discussed in the section 

‘Qualitative Thematic Analysis’). 

 Once the reader was familiar with the articles, coding began. In NVivo, coding is highlighting a relevant 

passage and then connecting it to a node. These coded passages exemplify the theoretical notion of the 

node/theme (Gibbs, 2002: 57). Once all the articles have been coded then the project is saved.  

As the methods of data collection have been explained, how the data is analysed is now elucidated. 

4.3 ANALYSIS 

Qualitative and quantitative analyses were used to investigate the newspaper data. The qualitative analysis 

examined the subject matter, as the newspaper articles constitute social processes which can be analysed in 

order to describe and explain social phenomenon (Rapley, 2007: x). Moreover, it allows the possibility of 

different viewpoints (Flick, 2009: 16) and this augmented and complemented the analysis of the articles.  

 The qualitative analysis involved close reading of the texts, and then the texts were interpreted using 

the guidance of critical discourse analysis’ factors (outlined in the sub-section ‘Factors of Critical Discourse 

Analysis’) and semiotics. Additionally, themes from previous literature (in the sub-section ‘Themes from 

Previous Literature’) such as the affinity between women and peace, and traditional gender roles, influenced 

the researcher’s interpretation of the data. Furthermore, the data was allowed to ‘speak for itself’, and themes 

arose organically from the texts (these are defined in the sub-section ‘Themes from the Data’). 

 Moreover, the quantitative content analysis of the collected data allowed the researcher to observe 

the number of articles which have been coded in a certain way, and then interpret the significance of this. In 

addition, NVivo performs word frequency queries which the researcher utilised in order to find out the most 

commonly used words in the articles. This shed light on routine frameworks which were used habitually to 

characterise female ex-combatants. Plus, coding queries are available in the software, which show how many 

articles are coded at a particular node. These are useful to understand how concepts such as how a woman’s 

appearance is referred to in the articles, thus all mentions of hair and clothes would be coded at the node 
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‘appearance’, and by running a coding query one can see all the articles which contain this node. Word frequency 

and coding queries can be performed for individual articles and folders. 

As mentioned above, in NVivo, each search term and female ex-combatant’s name are saved in 

individual folders. For example, there is a folder called ‘Jennifer McCann’ in each newspaper (if her name were 

to be mentioned in the newspaper). This means that each folder can be looked at in closer detail, for example, 

coding queries can be run that show which nodes are used in the representation of the woman. Furthermore, 

word frequency queries for each folder will show what are the most popular words used in articles about the 

woman. Therefore, one can discern what strategies, themes and tropes particular newspapers use to portray 

this woman. Vignettes of this data for certain women have been included in the Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka 

data chapters, to give a more detailed look at the profile of individual women, along with the ‘big’ data. 

Critical discourse analysis focuses on the text itself with the aim of revealing underlying meanings and 

connotations, which may be emblematic of the societal structure. The aim of this research was to identify 

ideological meanings encoded in the text. This was done by pinpointing common themes and recurrent patterns 

of framing and consistent vocabulary, which were then interpreted and analysed in conjunction with the power 

structures of patriarchal society and the constructions of gender in the news media. Lindlof and Taylor argue,  

[a]udiences actively engage (or decode) these features [ideologies] in local contexts and in routines of 
media use that are shaped by specific purposes…During this process, they bring the skill and knowledge 
that are generated by their social positioning (i.e., their “cultural capital”) to bear on texts (2002: 60). 

These ideologies influence and infuse news media content; thus, discourse analysis facilitates the deconstruction 

of the text in order to analyse the principles behind it. 

 Foss contends that the news media are infiltrated by the dominant ideologies of certain cultures. These 

ideologies become dominant because they serve the needs and desires of powerful social groups. Less powerful 

groups’ ideologies are repressed and therefore underrepresented in mainstream news media. The dominant 

ideologies create a naturalised frame which dictates how phenomena are to be seen, and this becomes the 

norm. In order for these ideologies to maintain their hegemony, they must be “renewed, reinforced, and 

defended continually through the use of rhetorical strategies and practices” (Foss, 2004: 242-243). In this study, 

the researcher uncovered hegemonic ideologies which permeated the text and analysed their implications and 

recommends the inclusion of moderate ideologies and voices. As newspapers are a mode of communication, 

they have a role in generating and upholding ideologies. Thus, it could be said that news consumers participate 

in the dominant ideologies by reading and discussing newspaper articles. 
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4.3.1 Comparison 

To summarise the analysis, articles were collected and added to NVivo. The methods of analysis were conducted 

in order to discover how female ex-combatants were portrayed. Then, the findings from Nationalist newspapers 

and Unionist newspapers in Northern Ireland were compared to see how the female ex-combatants were 

depicted differently. In addition, the findings from state-owned newspapers and independent newspapers in Sri 

Lanka were compared to see how the female ex-combatants are depicted. Then the cases of Sri Lanka and 

Northern Ireland were compared.  

 The discourse analysis of the newspapers was conducted using critical discourse analysis which is 

clarified in the following section: 

4.3.2 Critical Discourse Analysis of Newspapers 

Critical discourse analysis is a branch of linguistics which looks at how phenomena are portrayed through 

language and how this use of language works to create, regulate, maintain or challenge socio-political ideology 

and power inequalities. It investigates the relationship between text and cultural and social structures, and how 

these structures are shaped by power relations (Fairclough, 2013). Critical discourse analysis is a politically 

charged method of analysis which aims to 

to systematically explore often opaque relationships of causality and determination between (a) 
discursive practices, events and texts, and (b) wider social and cultural structures, relations and 
processes; to investigate how such practices, events and texts arise out of and are ideologically shaped 
by relations of power and struggles over power; and to explore how the opacity of these relationships 
between discourse and society is itself a factor securing power and hegemony (Fairclough, 2013: 93). 

Critical discourse analysis looks at how dominant actors dominate society by controlling discourse through the 

advancement of a dominant narrative (Fairclough, 1993), which operates to preserve current attitudes. Critical 

discourse analysis posits  

a duality between social structure and human agency such that while discourses can be treated as 
structuring and giving meaning to social life, the analyst must examine how (powerful) social actors 
seek to sustain particular discourses in order to dominate a society (Hoskins and O'Loughlin, 2009: 9). 

Thus, critical discourse analysis was used to understand how the female ex-combatants were portrayed, but also 

what ideological forces and power structures were at play within the text, and the implications of these 

representations. 
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 Furthermore, reality is constructed in “the practices of representation” (Hall, 1997a: 10), such as the 

news media, and is interpreted through shared cultural meanings. That is to say, portrayals in the news media 

contribute to a shared social reality, and representation works in the production of meaning (Hall, 1997c: 35). 

This research investigates discursive representations of female ex-combatants, and this is significant because 

discourse is a structure of accounts that comprise and establish knowledge about certain phenomena. As 

discourse gives meaning to a phenomenon, it constitutes knowledge about this phenomenon. Knowledge is 

“that of which one can speak in a discursive practice…there is no knowledge without a particular discursive 

practice; and any discursive practice may be defined by the knowledge that it forms” (Foucault, 1972: 182-183).  

Thus, the established discourse about female ex-combatants has been institutionalised through social practice,  

which is determined by social structures (Fairclough, 2001).  

 Critical discourse analysis was appropriate for the study of news articles as the content of news and its 

presentation influence news consumers’ perceptions. The journalistic choices in creating an article constitute a 

manufactured interpretation because “[n]ews is not a natural phenomenon emerging straight from ‘reality’, but 

a product” (Fowler, 1991: 222, original emphasis). This product contains information loaded with principles and 

evaluations, and consequently exposure to the news creates, reinforces and strengthens associations which 

have a significant ideological impact on society. 

Journalism has social effects: through its power to shape issue agendas and public discourse, it can 
reinforce beliefs; it can shape people’s opinions, not only of the world but also of their place and role 
in the world; or, if not shape your opinions on a particular matter, it can at the very least influence what 
you have opinions on; in sum, it can help shape social reality by shaping our views of social reality 
(Richardson, 2007: 13, original emphasis). 

The discourse practices used in journalism to construct messages are identified and unpacked through critical 

discourse analysis in order to expose linguistic strategies which are taken as common knowledge, and to “reveal 

buried ideology” (Machin and Mayr, 2012: 1) which has been naturalised. Political ideology can be manifest or 

hidden in texts, and critical discourse analysis’s purpose is to uncover it and explain why it is there, and what is 

its purpose, “CDA [critical discourse analysis] goes beyond simply describing the language, but asks why certain 

features are employed and to what end (Machin and Mayr, 2012: 5). 

The language of news articles is crucial in understanding meaning in the texts, as language shapes and 

is shaped by society. Through language, ideology is conveyed and the prominence and pervasiveness of certain 

ideologies signifies the power holders in society. Therefore, the analysis of language in the news media is 

simultaneously an analysis of the transmission of power.  



 117 

    How power is transmitted between society and discourse is not by a linear line from producer, article 

to consumer, but rather “[t]he relationship between texts and society/culture is to be seen dialectically. Texts 

are socioculturally shaped but they also constitute society and culture” (Fairclough, 1995: 34). That is, the 

cultures of society constitute what is written, and the way in which it is written, and then the discourse works 

on society itself in a simultaneous cycle. This means that the socio-cultural structures in society are emblematic 

in language and language use.  

Using critical discourse analysis as an analysis tool acknowledges this symbiosis of discourse and 

therefore approaches 

discourse as a circular process in which social practices influence texts, via shaping the context and 
mode in which they are produced, and in turn texts help influence society via shaping the viewpoints 
of those who read or otherwise consume them (Richardson, 2007: 37). 

Critical discourse analysis is key in understanding the formative power of the news media in reporting on female 

ex-combatants’ activities in peace-building in the post-conflict environment. As gender is examined, feminist 

critical discourse analysis is reviewed. 

4.3.2.1 Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis 

Van Dijk defines critical discourse analysis as focusing “on social problems, and especially the role of discourse 

in the production and reproduction of power abuse or domination” (2001: 96). Language is a site of struggle 

(Fairclough, 2001: 73), where either social (re)production is practised or challenged. Thus, the purpose of critical 

discourse analysis is “to make the discipline of linguistics itself more accountable, more responsible, and more 

responsive to questions of social equity” (Kress, 1990: 88). As critical discourse analysis uncovers and brings to 

light how language use sustains social inequality, feminist critical discourse analysis specifically addresses how 

discourse perpetuates ideologies which continue the gendered social order in a “prevailing discourse of 

heteronormativity” (Lazar, 2007: 148). It is used to elucidate gender and power in discourse and expose 

discursive practices of gender constructions. For example, the use of male pronouns and nouns has generic 

status in discourse, thus by default men are perpetually visible and women invisible (unless specifically stated 

otherwise) (Spender, 1980). 

 [T]he focus is on how gender ideology…[is] reproduced, negotiated and contested in representations 
of social practices, in social relationships between people, and in people’s social and personal identities 
in texts and talk (Lazar, 2005: 11). 
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In practice, this informed the analysis of the newspaper articles by identifying discourse which operates within 

a patriarchal framework.  

 As the fundamentals of critical discourse have been explained, key factors of this analysis which have 

been used are outlined, beginning with predication. 

4.3.2.2 Factors of Critical Discourse Analysis 

4.3.2.2.1 Predication 

Reisigl and Wodak  define predication as “the very basic process and result of linguistically assigning qualities to 

persons, animals, objects, events, actions and social phenomena” (2005: 54). Thus, the choice of adjectives and 

adverbs reflects the value judgement of the journalist and/or news organisation. In this research, the articles 

were analysed in order to see what evaluative assessments are assigned to female ex-combatants. Key factors 

such as physical attributes, an inherent proclivity for peace and unnaturalness of political violence are especially 

significant. 

    In addition, negative predicational strategies which are used to denigrate and malign social actors 

(Richardson, 2007: 53) are strong indicators of the journalist’s/news outlet’s evaluation.  

4.3.2.2.2 Modality 

Modality shows the journalist’s speculation about an individual or an event, and their evaluation of them/it. 

 [M]odality refers broadly to a speaker’s attitude towards, or opinion about, the truth of a proposition 
expressed by a sentence. It also extends to their attitude towards the situation or event described by a 
sentence (Simpson, 1993: 47). 

The newspaper article is not simply a presentation of an individual or an event, but it also includes the writer’s 

judgement (Richardson, 2007: 60) which influences the reader’s interpretation of the individual/event, 

especially if the journalist is someone whom the reader holds in trusted esteem. Depending on one’s political 

ideology, “some representations of reality are more reliable than others…realities are…the product of social 

definitions and as such far from equal in status” (Chandler, 2007: 64-65). For example, The Irish News, a 

Nationalist newspaper, generally attracts readers who hold a Nationalist ideology. Thus, the content of its 

articles could have a significant effect in inducing the reader to believe what is written. A reader who holds a 

Nationalist ideology may be drawn to Nationalist newspapers because there is an overlap and a commonality of 

political affiliation, thus, because information is coming from a source in which the reader has faith, it is more 
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likely to be believed.  Modality in newspaper articles has the capacity to persuade the reader to believe potential 

threats or advantages. 

4.3.2.2.3 Opposition 

How phenomena are positioned in opposition in text creates a binary which allows the reader to see the 

phenomena in parallel. In a balanced report, this can be used to highlight differences and contrasting aspects. 

However, it can also be used to vilify an individual by comparing their apparent misdeeds with the sanctioned 

behaviour of another.  

4.3.2.2.4 Transitivity 

Transitivity “describes the relationships between participants and the roles they play in the processes described 

in reporting” (Richardson, 2007: 54). It explains the way that processes are reported and depicted: who is doing 

the process, what is the process and to whom is the process being done. The news media’s choices about 

transitivity have significant ideological bearing on news consumers because how an action is depicted denotes 

agency, culpability and intention. Furthermore, it blatantly or subtly acts as a tell-tale signal of the news outlet’s 

and/or journalist’s ethical, cultural and political standpoints. Simpson and Mayr outline the different process 

types: 

• Material processes are when an actor performs a process to/on a goal (the goal is the thing being acted 
upon). 

• Mental processes are internal processes which is composed of a senser, sensing process and the 
phenomenon being sensed. 

• Behavioural processes are ‘semantically ‘in between’ material and mental processes’. The behaver acts 
a behavioural process. 

• Verbal processes describe a verbal action: sayer, receiver and verbiage. The sayer is the speaker, the 
receiver is the object of the verbalisation and the verbiage is what is said. 

• Relational processes are where the relationship between the carrier and attribute are described. The 
three different types of relational process are: intensive processes (X is Y), possessive processes (X has 
Y) and circumstantial processes (which refer to context). 

• Existential processes describe when something intangible is occurring. 
(2010: 66-69) 

Transitivity can be particularly telling when a sentence that has the potential to be active, is instead made passive 

which allows the agent to be absent. Relatedly, the nominalisation of transitive verbs also removes the agent. 

This lack of agent obfuscates responsibility and accountability. It is interesting to note if female ex-combatants 

have their agency removed in newspapers (which sympathise with their enterprise) when their past actions 

involved harming other people. Newspapers which hold the same ideology as the LTTE may name the 
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Government of Sri Lanka’s forces as the actors responsible for attacking female ex-LTTE members, however 

state-owned newspapers may omit actors and only report the action. 

4.3.2.2.5 Bias 

Journalists assert that they operate with neutrality and impartiality, however, Northern Ireland’s news is divided 

along ethnic lines, and Sri Lanka’s press is either independent (and under extreme pressure from the 

Government) or state-owned. The biased representation of female ex-combatants can be uncovered by using 

critical discourse analysis to pinpoint underlying ideologies and judgements. For example, Nationalist newspaper 

articles may be favourably biased towards the female combatant/ex-combatants of Republican paramilitary 

groups due to a shared political ideology. 

Correspondingly, the bias of interpretation must be mentioned. Machin and Mayr highlight the 

downside to critical discourse analysis which is when researchers make and find meaning in texts (2012: 13) by 

over reading. To combat this, the researcher familiarised themselves with the material, then coded and recoded. 

After this, the researcher allowed the data to speak for itself. Also, quantitative content analysis was useful as 

its results were numerically robust, especially with word frequency queries because these were generated by 

the NVivo software and were not at risk of researcher bias. 

 Research is culturally and politically situated in the social world, and it interacts within this realm, and 

with other social actors. Therefore, if research purports detachment or objectivity, on one hand this position is 

false, but on the other hand, it facilitates the perpetuation of social injustice (Richardson, 2007: 2). In order to 

combat this, the observations made in the analysis have drawn on evidence in the language of the newspaper 

articles, and these are available on Nexis. This allows replicability as another researcher can use the same article 

and make their own observations.  

4.3.2.2.6 Speech 

Quoting direct speech allows the person to speak for him/herself which gives greater agency. However, 

quotations can often be taken out of context entirely in order to undercut the speaker. Frequently, quotations 

may be used as headlines which grab the reader’s attention for the very reason that they look absurd out of 

context.  
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 Correspondingly, indirect speech references a person’s words without directly quoting them. Their 

speech could have been corrupted or enhanced, and sentiment lost because it is being reworded by an editorial 

team.  

 How ex-combatants’ speech is referenced is noted, as direct speech may mean that they are seen as 

important by the news outlet, and worthy of having their own words reported. In contrast, indirect speech may 

indicate a lesser importance. 

4.3.2.2.7 Positioning 

Simpson and Mayr state that the position of text and images in newspapers conveys messages of importance 

which relies on consumers’ understanding of newspaper culture (2010: 87). Thus, articles which are on the front 

page or close to the start of the newspaper are considered more important than those in the middle or towards 

the end of the newspaper (excluding the sports pages at the back). Nonetheless, the page numbers were missing 

from the News Letter, Derry Journal and Londonderry Sentinel and all the Sri Lankan newspapers, therefore, no 

analysis of the positioning of articles could be conducted. Moreover, Nexis provides only text and does not reveal 

where on the page the article featured. 

4.3.2.2.8 Presupposition 

Presupposition is where something is not explicitly said in the text, but its meaning is accepted as true and 

definite by readers. It relies on common-sense interpretations where what is being portrayed is taken for 

granted as obviously correct, and it presupposes that the reader accepts that a phenomenon exists. Information 

or ideology may be latent in texts which are reliant on implicit assumptions, for example, ‘terrorism is wrong’. 

     These ‘taken-as-given’ conventions are relied upon by journalists in order to communicate effectively 

with readers through common assumptions. These assumptions are implicit in texts and are identifiable when 

journalists interpret reality by giving prominence to some aspects and minimising others. Fairclough (1995) uses 

a scale of presence to determine the levels of representation: absent- presupposed- backgrounded- 

foregrounded. Fairclough advises analysts to be mindful and aware of absences in the text (Fairclough, 1995: 

106) as what is unsaid can speak volumes about the text’s meanings.  

 Having discussed the factors of critical discourse analysis, the complementary method of qualitative 

analysis, semiotics is now considered. 
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4.3.3 Semiotics 

Language is the fundamental mode of communication, and semiotics investigates how language works as a 

communicative practice and strategy (Bignell, 2002: 6). This is important as language is a means of access to our 

reality, and it has implications  on how we comprehend ourselves, our identities and our realities (Bignell, 2002: 

7). Semiotics involves analysing representations in language by looking at the role of signs in the construction of 

reality (Chandler, 2007). Signs are words (or images, but in this research only words are analysed), which have 

been invested with meaning (Chandler, 2007: 13), and have been agreed upon by convention (Bignell, 2002: 9). 

Signs are comprised of the signifier which is the physical word itself, and the signified which is the concept that 

the signifier represents (Bignell, 2002: 11-12). A sign both denotes (labels) a phenomenon and provides 

connotations about it, that is, triggers associations about the phenomenon which are predicated upon social 

experience and culture (Bignell, 2002: 16).  Thus, semiotic analysis of the representations of female ex-

combatants helps the researcher to comprehend the production of social knowledge through representation 

(Hall, 1997c: 42).  

 At the moment, Northern Ireland’s news media are split along ethno-national lines and the 

connotations of the female former combatants depend on socio-cultural and ethno-political beliefs. The 

interpretation of the female ex-combatants is context-specific and thus polysemic (Chandler, 2007: 138). The 

dominant connotations are related to the ideology of the newspaper as they are echo chambers where readers 

largely only come across stories about female ex-combatants which concur with their own pre-existing and 

established philosophies. 

 This thesis adopts a constructionist position, and it assumes that language is a sign system, and it plays 

a crucial role in the social construction of reality (Chandler, 2007: 64). As the news media are composed of text 

(and other media such as images, but in this research text is the only object of analysis), these texts play a key 

part in how female ex-combatants are perceived. This is important as, “[m]edia representations create an 

impression of events rather than an accurate, objective, factual record of what took place. Distinctions between 

fiction and reality become blurred” (Berrington and Honkatukia, 2002: 51). 

 In relation to semiotics, the act of naming is not a one-dimensional nomenclature (Chandler, 2007: 60), 

but semiotics demands that names are signs. The names given to female ex-combatants in the news media do 

not simply identify them, but also indicate value judgements from the news outlets through connotations 
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connected with the names. By using a noun to represent a person, phenomenon or event, this presupposes its 

existence, leading the reader to acknowledge them/it as definite and real.  

 How a journalist names an individual affects how the reader views them. Similarly, by naming and 

labelling an individual, this gives an indication about the newspaper’s ideology. For example, if an ex-combatant 

is named as ‘terrorist/former terrorist’ one could understand that the newspaper does not want the reader to 

sympathise with the woman as reference to terrorism is negative. Correspondingly, naming a person also 

identifies the social group to which this individual belongs. This can be either accurate or misleading, as by 

naming a woman as a member of the LTTE does not consider this woman’s agency or choice in being part of the 

organisation. In addition, naming indicates how the journalist/newspaper perceives them and the relationship 

between them (Richardson, 2007: 49). A leading characterisation gives away judgement and evaluation on the 

side of the journalist/newspaper. 

 Adjectives and adverbs convey the journalist’s/news outlet’s evaluations of the female ex-combatants. 

Negative (condemnation of actions and beliefs), neutral (measured and balanced reporting) or positive (which 

serves to legitimise their pursuits) characterisations indicate political ideology and is used to direct the reader 

to viewing the women in certain ways. For example, separate newspapers may use different words used to 

describe the same combatant- terrorist/rebel (negative lexicon), protestor/activist/volunteer (neutral lexicon), 

revolutionary/freedom fighter (positive lexicon). The chosen terminology becomes conceptual through parallels 

and pairing (Richardson, 2009: 55). The purpose of critical discourse analysis is to uncover naturalised ideologies 

which are presented as common-sense (Fairclough, 2001: 2) in order to challenge the status quo by revealing 

the power of the news media in post-conflict societies. 

   If an ex-combatant is referred to informally by her first name only, this could be seen as trying to 

personalise the person in question, and make the reader identify with her more closely than if surnames were 

used. Also, official titles of Miss, Ms and Mrs may depersonalise the ex-combatant as titles are often used with 

strangers or in formal situations. Moreover, the use of titles indicates whether the woman is unmarried, 

divorced or married. If female ex-combatants are named as ‘wife of…’ or ‘X’s girlfriend’ the women are objects 

of possessive construction. This relational naming shows that an identity is (partly) predicated on marital status, 

rather than the combatant/ex-combatant having a stand-alone identity.  

A journalist cannot reference every part of a person’s character in a newspaper article in order to give 

a holistic presentation, thus they must be selective on what to report. By highlighting and downplaying particular 
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aspects of a person’s personality, behaviour or history, a ‘synecdochisation’ portrayal acts as the chief 

representative factor for that person. This can be manipulated so that “linguistic representations can serve many 

different psychological, social or political purposes or interests on the side of the speakers or writers” (Reisigl 

and Wodak, 2005: 46-47). This is evident in depictions of women who may be high-ranking executives or 

company directors, but who are often introduced as mothers first and foremost. Representation in the news 

media is a conscious political action and has significant impact on how this particular person is seen by news 

consumers. 

The intertextuality between separate newspapers can also be extended and observed when they draw 

on the contents of other media (Wodak and Meyer, 2009: 48). This referencing and repetition intensifies the 

salience of phenomena. It will be interesting to note how the same events are represented in various 

newspapers, and if there is cross-referencing. 

Another element of word choice is the appropriation of war-like language. This can be used as 

hyperbole and metaphor in order to intensify non-military situations and actions. In contrast, real conflict is 

neutralised, sanitised and defused by using non-threatening imagery (Bloor and Bloor, 2007: 71). 

Moreover, the imagery used in metaphor can link people to certain concepts, for example the gender 

categorisation of female Nobel Peace Prize Laureates in the Belfast Telegraph as “Mother[s] of the revolution” 

(Young, 2013b: 15) reinforces the stereotype of peace-loving women which can be debilitating for women’s 

agency as their decisions are attributed to instinct and nature. Stereotyping is reductive and essentialist, it 

naturalises binary opposition, and is caught up in the play of power through hegemonic representations (Hall, 

1997b: 277). Power is exercised through the dominant representations of how women should behave, and what 

roles they should occupy within society. Hall writes that stereotyping  

is part of the maintenance of social and symbolic order. It sets up a symbolic frontier between the 
‘normal’ and the ‘deviant’, the ‘normal’ and the ‘pathological’, the ‘acceptable’ and the ‘unacceptable’, 
what belongs and what does not or is ‘Other’, between ‘insiders and ‘outsiders’, us and Them” (Hall, 
1997b: 258). 

The stereotypical portrayals distort reality by reflecting and sustaining “socially endorsed views of gender” and 

emphasise “traditional roles” (Wood, 1994: 31). 
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4.3.3.1 Summary 

Critical discourse analysis and semiotics were used in the analysis of the newspaper articles because every 

newspaper article is written from an ideological perspective (whether consciously or not). The text of the 

newspaper then presents this ideology which sustains or undermines the dominant power relations. 

Furthermore, as the vocabulary and grammar of newspapers reflect the political opinions of the newspapers 

(Simpson and Mayr, 2010) critical discourse analysis facilitates the scrutiny of the language in the articles in 

order to expose the socio-political leanings of the newspapers, and how these inform and influence news 

consumers. Moreover, critical discourse analysis explores why these linguistic strategies have been chosen and 

in what direction they are guiding the reader.  

  Facts are open to process of [re]creation through writing in shifting and evolving cultural and historical 

contexts (Bloor and Bloor, 2007: 51). Events and individuals are represented differently depending on what is 

going on around them in the world, thus the socio-political situations in which the articles are written are 

paramount to context and meaning-making. 

The analysis of the language of the news media is important because “how we talk about the world 

influences the society we create, the knowledge we celebrate or despise, and the institutions we build” (Machin 

and Mayr, 2012: 21). Moreover, people tend to be more attentive to the news during periods of social upheaval, 

such as conflict transformation, thus how female combatants and ex-combatants are portrayed is particularly 

compelling to understanding what role the news media have in peace-building. 

Critical discourse analysis and semiotics involve very close reading of the texts. This close reading was 

augmented by a larger scale interpretation of themes from previous literature, and the data itself. This is 

summarised below. 

4.3.4 Qualitative Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis is a “method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006: 79). Once all the data had been collected the researcher had a stronger grasp of the observable 

matters which had come to bear (as stated in the sub-section ‘NVivo’). Some of these were different to 

preliminary areas of interest, as thematic analysis unearthed salient themes in texts (Attride-Stirling, 2001: 387). 

Subsequently this approach allowed the data to speak for itself rather than exogamous themes being imposed 
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which may not have fit organically (Grbich, 2007: 32). Thematic analysis was chosen as the newspaper articles 

needed to be described and summarised.  

 The stages of the analysis are: 

1. Familiarisation with the newspaper articles through reading and reviewing.  
2. Pre-coding: the data is highlighted and colour coded so that it can be organised and indexed for easy 

retrieval and identification.  
3. Coding. 
4. Themes are identified. 
5. Recoding. 
6. Development of provisional theories. 
7. Development of provisional categories. 
8. Exploration of relationships between categories. 
9. Refinement of themes and categories. 
10. Development of theory and incorporation of pre-existing knowledge. 

(Lacey and Luff, 2007: 6-7) 

As stated in ‘NVivo’ sub-section, the data was organised by entering into the software program NVivo. 

Through immersion in the data by reading and re-reading, key terms of the data were identified and highlighted. 

Next in the procedure, the key words/phrases were coded in a systemic fashion. A code is a tag used to identify 

a linguistic feature as significant, it “represent[s] and capture[s] a datum’s primary content and essence” 

(Saldaña, 2009: 3). What the researcher determined as important may differ from others’ selections, thus 

analysis varies from person to person as coding is “an interpretative act” (Saldaña, 2009: 4). Coding is done 

through the researcher’s analytical lens. The data is perceived and interpreted depending on the type of filter 

on the lens. The researcher’s engagement in data collection filters how data is perceived and therefore coded. 

Coding is subject to the researcher’s positionality and reflexivity (Saldaña, 2009: 6). 

The codes related to the research question, “[a] code is a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns 

a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual 

data” (Saldaña, 2009: 3). In this case, the research question is: how do the news media represent female ex-

combatants during the post-conflict period? 

Nodes can be data-driven by emerging from collected data which is bottom up coding in emergent-

theory projects (Bazeley, 2007: 23); or theory-driven derived from the literature review which is top down coding 

(Gibbs, 2002: 59-60). The inductive approach requires the researcher to not be influenced by previous literature 

or theoretical concepts (Bazeley, 2007) but to observe what nodes are emerging from the data itself. The coding 

in this research was influenced by earlier studies, and the data as well. Deductive reasoning meant that the 

researcher could show supporting evidence for other studies such as O'Neill et al. (2016) (which examined the 
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coverage given to female politicians in the UK press) by looking for the amount of direct speech accorded to 

female ex-combatants. In addition, the data yielded concepts which had not been observed in previous 

literature, thus the inductive approached allowed the researcher to be aware of novel interpretations.  

 The nodes were used to see similarity and differences between the newspaper representations of 

female ex-combatants in each case, and between Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka. Similar nodes were grouped 

into conceptual categories which reflected commonalities amongst the codes. Saldaña states, “one of the 

coder’s primary goals is to find these repetitive patterns of action and consistencies in human affairs as 

documented in the data” (Saldaña, 2009: 5). Once the codes had been grouped into categories, they were then 

grouped into themes. These themes were then used to generate theories. Theorising is transcending the reality 

of the data towards conceptualisation (Saldaña, 2009: 11). The outcome of NVivo allowed specific words and 

phrases to be gradually gathered into generalised themes, which although started with the particular case 

studies of Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, may eventually may be applicable to other societies dealing with 

conflict or may augment the prediction of the effects of the news media on peace-building for future conflicts. 

 With coding and nodes explained in the context of NVivo, what follows are the themes that were 

deductively inspired from previous literature, and which informed the researcher when analysing the data. After 

this, the themes which arose in a ‘bottom up’ fashion from the data itself, are listed. These themes were 

procured in order to answer the research question: how do the news media represent female ex-combatants 

during the post-conflict period? 

4.3.4.1 Themes from Previous Literature 

4.3.4.1.1 How do the news media represent female ex-combatants? 

• Language: The choice of language maintains the status quo and influences the 

readers’/viewers’/listeners’ perceptions of reality. 

• Framing: The frame of reference used in describing an event guides the reader/viewer/listener to 

understand its consequences in line with the news outlet’s ideology. 

• News values: Galtung and Ruge (1965) devised a checklist of elements which deem a phenomenon as 

newsworthy or not. 

• Gender stereotypes: Traditional depictions of women (and men) can hinder the potential to work 

outside social norms and restrict agency in effecting change. 
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4.3.4.1.2 What are the ideologies in the texts?  

• The nature of the ideology must be identified by ascertaining the preferred reading (Hall, 2003) of the 

text (this is explained in the section ‘Quantitative Content Analysis’). 

• Whose welfare and concerns are represented? Whose are missing? Whose are denied? 

• Identify rhetorical strategies that are used to support certain ideologies by promoting one ideology 

over another (Foss, 2004: 245). 

4.3.4.1.3 Women’s presence in the news media 

• Which activities are women aligned with? For example, are women only reported as carrying out 

traditional female occupations or performing supporting roles? 

4.3.4.1.4 The effects of the news media’s treatment of women in combat roles on the understanding 

of women’s roles in the post-conflict period? 

• Is the news media framing of female terrorists applicable to female ex-combatants post-conflict? Are 

the frames of: unnatural woman, failed mother, hysterical woman, vengeful woman, lovesick woman, 

sexually deviant woman, propaganda (Nacos, 2005), masculine or androgynous women, militant 

mother or armed virgin (Gonsalves, 2005), victim or appearance used to depict female ex-combatants?  

• How do the representations of female combatant roles impact on female ex-combatants’ peace-

building roles? 

• What effect do female ex-combatants have on traditional representations of women in the news 

media? 

• What role should the news media have in reporting post-conflict situations from a gender perspective?  

4.3.4.1.5 The effects of the news media’s depiction of female former combatants on the sustainability 

and success of peace agreements 

• In what ways do the news media describe and illustrate conflict transformation in post-conflict 

societies? 

• What are the effects of the news media’s portrayal of peace-building on the peace process? 

• What are best practice suggestions for the reporting of peace processes? 

• Do these newspaper articles and journalists follow the guidelines of peace journalism, as put forth by 

Galtung (1996) and Lynch and McGoldrick (2005)? 

The above themes are those which influenced the coding of the data, from the existing literature on gender and 

the media (Wood, 1994; Dines and Humez, 1995a; Carter et al., 1998a; Gill, 2007; Žarkov, 2007; Collins, 2011; 

Ross, 2011); female terrorists in the media (Nacos, 2005; Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007; Melzer, 2009; Bloom, 2011a; 

Bloom, 2011b; Yarchi, 2014; Laster and Frez, 2015); and peace journalism (Lynch and McGoldrick, 2005; 
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Youngblood, 2017). These considerations steered the analysis because these were the issues that were missing 

in previous literature, since the amalgam of female ex-combatants, the news media and peace-building have 

not been researched in two post-conflict societies before. Now the themes which arose from the newspapers 

articles are clarified for each case, beginning with Northern Ireland. 

4.3.4.2  Themes from the Data: Northern Ireland 

4.3.4.2.1 1. The past in the present 

• The female ex-combatant’s past was recalled by present events, and her past deeds were used as an 

identifier. This was manifest in the monikers the press bestowed upon the women. 

4.3.4.2.2 2. Perpetrator and victim couplet 

• When the female ex-combatant was mentioned, victims which were affected by her past crimes were 

mentioned as well. The themes of victimhood, justice and retribution were extremely poignant in 

Northern Ireland.  

4.3.4.3  Themes from the Data: Sri Lanka 

4.3.4.3.1 1. Rehabilitation 

• The rehabilitation of female ex-combatants mentioned repeatedly, along with training in traditionally 

feminine occupations. 

4.3.4.3.2 2. Future 

• The future was the focus in the articles, and reference to the past was truncated. The themes of 

forgetting, forgiveness and redemption were compelling in the Sri Lankan case. 

The emerging themes influenced the format of the data chapters and form the basis of the discussion of each 

case and the comparison. For the Northern Ireland data chapter, the four main themes are: the past in the 

present, perpetrator-victim couplet, gender representation and peace journalism. The Sri Lankan chapter is 

comprised of the themes of: rehabilitation, future, gender representation and peace journalism. The comparison 

chapter’s themes are as follows: past and future; forgiveness, redemption and retribution; gender 

representation and peace journalism. 

 As the qualitative methods of analysis have been explained, the quantitative approached is now 

outlined. 
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4.3.5 Quantitative Content Analysis 

Quantitative content analysis is a deductive mode of inquiry. Quantitative methods are usually used to test 

hypotheses against evidence and these methods are replicable which allows for validity and reliability in results. 

In this study, the numerical findings were used to confirm/deny the hypotheses, which are included as a 

reminder: 

4.3.5.1 Northern Ireland 

• Articles which have been coded as negative will have highest percentage in the Unionist newspapers 

(compared to the articles coded as neutral and positive, respectively). 

 

• Articles which have been coded as positive will have highest percentage in the Nationalist newspapers 

(compared to the articles coded as negative and neutral, respectively). 

 

• The Unionist newspapers will have more negative articles than the Nationalist newspapers. 

 

• The Nationalist newspapers will have more positive articles than the Unionist newspapers. 

4.3.5.2  Sri Lanka 

• Articles which have been coded as negative will have highest percentage in the state-owned 

newspapers (compared to the articles coded as neutral and positive, respectively). 

 

• Articles which have been coded as positive will have highest percentage in the independent 

newspapers (compared to the articles coded as negative and neutral, respectively). 

 

• The state-owned newspapers will have more negative articles than the independent newspapers.  

 

• The independent newspapers will have more positive articles than the state-owned newspapers.  

A quantitative process is generally objective and a systemic method of data collection and analysis. The content 

analysis of the texts combines an enumerative tactic with coded thematic analysis. Its purpose is to identify 

trends and patterns of words, their frequency and the discourses of communication within the newspaper 

articles (Grbich, 2007: 111-112). This combination  

allows for a more reflective approach to the analysis of documents and enables contextualisation and 
the development of theoretical interpretations which can link to the structural organisations producing 
the events (Grbich, 2007: 120). 

Thus, this method resists positivism as figures are complemented with contextualising data which permits 

interpretation of the information. 
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 In order to ascertain how female ex-combatants are framed in post-conflict situations, the newspaper 

articles were analysed to determine tone. The unit of analysis is each article which mentions a female ex-

combatant. The dependent variables are the tone of the mention (positive, negative, and neutral). The 

independent variable is the time period. The codes (positive, negative and neutral) were established within the 

NVivo software and the number of instances in which those codes appear were counted in the newspaper 

articles (Silverman, 2006: 158-159). The articles which have the majority (>50%) of a particular code are 

categorised as either positive, negative or neutral. Then the percentage of articles which portrayed ex-

combatants as positive, negative or neutral were calculated. 

Hall’s (2003) encoding/decoding model avers that the dominant ideology present in text is the 

preferred reading. Meaning is not found but created (Hall, 1997a: 5), and it is encoded in the text by editors, 

news gatherers and journalists. However, the decoding of this information does not follow a straight line from 

author to reader. Moreover, the polysemy of texts means that the preferred reading of a news article is not 

always received and believed by readers according to the intention of the journalist. News consumers accept 

and resist the meanings (Hall, 2003) and negotiate and make meaning from articles which influence their 

knowledge about phenomena. Hall speaks of negotiated and oppositional readings, where encoded meaning 

can be resisted. People’s interpretation of texts is not homogenous but polysemic and shifts according to 

reconsideration and changing circumstances. The exchange of communication is not one-sided or linear (Hall, 

2003). When the researcher was coding the data, the researcher adhered to Hall’s notion of preferred reading 

in order to code the tone of the articles as negative, neutral or positive. 

In relation to this, quantitative results were calculated for all the relevant nodes, for example, the 

percentage of articles which contained references to the past, female ex-combatants’ futures, and female ex-

combatants and peace.  

In addition, a quantitative measure was taken of the word count of each article. Each article was coded 

at nodes such as 1-100 words and 101-500 words. This permitted the number of articles with a certain word 

count range to be calculated in order to draw comparisons between the levels of newspaper attention in each 

newspaper.  

Although quantitative analysis provides numerical results, they are based on qualitative coding. 

However, word frequency queries show the most common words in the articles. This is completely removed 

from the researcher’s interpretation of the texts thus it provides impartial results. When the researcher was 
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coding, they did qualitative analysis before quantitative analysis. This is best explained through the Northern 

Irish example. Quantitative analysis of the newspapers from Northern Ireland showed that ‘IRA’ was the most 

common word. If the researcher were to know this before qualitative coding, this would have influenced how 

they were reading the articles. Thus, by calculating the quantitative results after the qualitative analysis, nascent 

themes were able to emerge organically without the researcher searching for specific motifs. 

   The analysis is broken down into the following considerations: 

4.3.5.3 Quantitative Analysis 

4.3.5.3.1 1. Percentages of representations 

• Percentages of articles (from each newspaper and case) which are coded negatively, neutrally and 

positively. 

• Why are female ex-combatants portrayed positively, neutrally and negatively in certain newspapers? 

Questions which are answered based on the data are: In Northern Ireland are Nationalist newspapers 

sympathetic to female ex-combatants and Unionist newspapers disparaging due to political ideology; 

are state-owned newspapers in Sri Lanka derogatory towards female ex-combatants and privately-

owned ones favourable? 

• Percentages of themes, for example, the past in the present. 

4.3.5.3.2 2. Word frequency queries 

2.1. Word frequency queries for each newspaper and case to see the most common words in articles about 

female ex-combatants. The recurrence of specific words in the content analysis of the newspaper articles, shows 

their importance. 

All the quantitative results can be sourced in the Appendix. Having explained the methods of analysis now the 

quality of the research is elucidated. 

4.3.6 Quality 

Along with theoretical frameworks, a qualitative method also takes into account the researcher’s role in the 

research process (Rapley, 2007: xi) and their reflexivity as “an explicit part of the knowledge instead of deeming 

it an intervening variable” (Flick, 2009: 16). When research became reflexive and involved the researchers 

themselves within their studies, “[i]ssues such as validity, reliability, and objectivity, previously believed settled, 

were once more problematic” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000: 16). This is evident in the interpretation of articles 
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which are subjective to the researcher’s opinion on what is cogent and important to the study. Ezzy states, 

“[o]bserving, and writing, are acts of selective attention. They represent experiences and action from the 

standpoint of the observer. Reports highlight some aspects of a phenomenon and suppress others” (2002: 149).  

 Qualitative research allows for concepts to be developed and honed during the research process 

(Rapley, 2007: xi). This qualitative research does not aim to reveal universal truth, but rather “multiple 

understandings of the real” (Rapley, 2007: 128). Rapley argues against the positivist notions of validity and 

reliability which arise from objective knowledge and instead champions various truths and versions (2007: 128). 

Qualitative methods assert that there are numerous versions of reality which arise from interpretations created 

by individuals’ various socio-cultural backgrounds.  

  As mentioned beforehand, the reliability, replication and validity (and objectivity) are usually quoted 

as essential criteria for social research. Reliability dictates that the results of an experiment should be repeatable 

(Bryman, 2012: 46). Replicability is important (more so in quantitative research) in order for an experiment’s 

reliability to be tested by other researchers wishing to replicate the procedure (Bryman, 2012: 47). The 

transferability of the research to other studies is important so that it can fit into and be applicable to other 

contexts and areas. The conformability shows that the research can be confirmed. 

 Also, validity is concerned with “the integrity of the conclusions that are generated from a piece of 

research” (Bryman, 2012: 47). These three factors have less salience for this research and instead the case study 

research design is aimed at generalisability, that is, the results should be able to be applied to other situations 

(Bryman, 2012: 69). 

 Therefore, to summarise, this research aims to convince that this researcher’s interpretations and 

arguments are grounded in previous literature and studies, and empirical research. And that the interpretation 

of the findings and subsequent conclusions are justified and justifiable.  

  

4.4 CONCLUSION 

This chapter has set out the data collection methods, and the analyses used to interrogate the data and interpret 

the findings. The research design has been created to best answer the research question: how do the news 
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media represent female ex-combatants during the post-conflict period? The inclusion of mixed methods 

(qualitative and quantitative analyses) allows research interpretation, which is supported by unmediated and 

acultural numerical analysis.  

 To summarise the data collection and examination, newspaper articles were collected from Nexis and 

stored and analysed in NVivo. The research design was a comparative case study, where the cases of Northern 

Ireland and Sri Lanka were compared against each other; and within each case, the newspapers which are 

Nationalist were compared with the Unionist ones (Northern Ireland); and the state-owned newspapers were 

compared with privately-owned/independent newspapers (Sri Lanka). Qualitative and quantitative analyses 

were conducted on the data. Qualitative critical discourse analysis demystified power relations in discourse; 

semiotic analysis theorised the meanings in certain repeated words; and thematic analysis identified and 

scrutinised recurring patterns in the representation of female ex-combatants. Qualitative content analysis 

provided numerical evidence of the most common words used in the articles about female former combatants 

to understand the context in which these women were presented. The modes of analysis were inductive where 

themes arose from the data itself; and deductive where hypotheses that were influenced from previous studies 

were tested in the data. 

 What follows are the analysis chapters in the sequence: Northern Ireland data chapter, Sri Lanka data 

chapter and the comparison chapter. 
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5 Northern Ireland Chapter 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The output from the news media is one of the many phenomena which inform what people think about, and 

how they think about it. The news media make a vital contribution to the ways in which we understand female 

ex-combatants and peace-building. The ‘Report on Women in Politics and the Northern Ireland Assembly’ notes, 

“[t]he media plays an important role in informing society’s views about the work of female politicians and the 

contribution they make to political life in Northern Ireland” (Assembly and Executive Review Committee, 2015: 

1). Whether or not the reader operates objectivist, constructionist or subjectivist methods of meaning-making, 

the socially constructed representations of female ex-combatants in the newspaper articles have significant 

impact on how news consumers perceive them, as few people have face to face contact with them (Saleem et 

al., 2015). The encounters with female ex-combatants are mediated through print and news broadcasts, rather 

than real-life, thus newspapers and news programmes are usually the primary source of information.  

 The analysis of the data from the newspaper articles was performed by qualitative critical discourse 

analysis and semiotics. Critical discourse analysis unveils the power of ideology in the language (Fairclough, 

1995; 2001; 2013) of the news media’s representations and constructions of female ex-combatants in the two 

post-conflict societies. Plus, semiotics is used to understand how meaning is created and communicated through 

the conventions of representation, and how beliefs and values are conveyed (Bignell, 2002; Chandler, 2007) 

through signs (words). The significance of examining discourse is that the politics of representation, its effects 

and consequences (Hall, 1997a: 6) can be exposed and interpreted in relation to reality. 

 In this chapter, the findings from qualitative analysis of the representations in the articles are 

presented, along with quantitative analysis, in order to understand how the female ex-combatants are 

characterised. The articles were read to gain familiarity with the texts, and to identify nascent nodes and themes. 

Quantitative word frequency queries were used to support these budding themes. The newspaper articles are 

social constructions; thus, the cultural meanings of these texts are examined. The textual analysis fosters a 

nuanced reading of the texts, which is complemented by the content analysis. 



 136 

The portrayals of these women are created rather than seamlessly presented from real life. The 

newspaper articles may appear as accurate unadulterated information, however the texts are imbued with 

values, judgements and beliefs. Through the analysis, the articles were broken down to understand the meaning 

in the text, and the intention of the text. The conventions of representation are analysed, for example, gender 

stereotypes and the framing of female terrorists in the news media (this is covered in the literature review 

chapters). 

Although the articles are open to interpretation, the preferred or dominant reading (Hall, 2003) is 

situated in the ideological position of each newspaper. Ideologies are the frameworks and systems of beliefs 

which are used to understand the social world (Hall, 1985: 99). Moreover, ideologies are connected to power 

because the conventions which arise from ideologies depend on power for their legitimacy (Fairclough, 2001: 

2). Therefore, the presentation of certain ideologies maintains how the female ex-combatants are seen, by 

either supporting them through positive representation, or opposing them through negative characterisation. 

The repetition and saturation of these ideologies serves to maintain the dominant reading proffered by each 

newspaper.  

The dominant reading of each article is created by the producers of the texts, such as the author and 

editor, who encode the texts with ideology. Then through the process of reading, the news consumers decode 

the texts in order to create meaning. The researcher deciphers this textual meaning using semiotic analysis. As 

the newspaper articles are social constructions, the cultural meanings of these texts are being examined. 

Since the researcher is from Northern Ireland, the meaning which is made from these articles is likely 

to be similar to that made by other Northern Irish readers, however this is not a hard and fast rule.  

This PhD investigates the newspapers’ roles in societies emerging out of conflict by examining the 

constructions of female ex-combatants (from non-state militant factions) involved in Northern Ireland’s post-

conflict period. The aim of the research is to establish how female former combatants’ involvements in peace-

building are represented in the news media, and to theorise about the effect these news media representations 

have upon peace in communities recovering from violent ethno-national conflict. The role that the news media 

play in post-conflict societies has not been thoroughly explored, thus there is a need for empirical research at 

the local level in order to ascertain how it affects communities undergoing conflict transformation. 

The chapter is organised into a Summary of Findings, then three overarching themes of characterisation 

which are: The Past in the Present, Perpetrator and Victim Couplet and Gender Representation. Vignettes of 
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certain renowned female former combatants are used to illustrate the themes. Finally, there is a section called 

Peace Journalism and then a Conclusion segment finishes the chapter. The analysis of the data has created 

answers to the research question: how do the news media represent female ex-combatants in the post-conflict 

period? This question is revisited in the conclusion section of this chapter. 

To begin, a summary of the results is outlined. 

5.2 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

As a reminder, the newspapers’ ideologies are outlined in the table below: 

 

Table 3 Northern Ireland Newspapers 

Newspaper Information 

Belfast Telegraph 
Private, English language daily, (officially non-

aligned, but considered Unionist as the data show 
that the output is Unionist-leaning) 

Londonderry Sentinel Private, English language weekly, (Unionist) 

News Letter Private, English language daily, (Unionist) 

Derry Journal Private, English language bi-weekly, (Nationalist) 

The Irish News Private, English language daily, (Nationalist) 

 

The data extracted from the newspapers the Belfast Telegraph, Londonderry Sentinel, News Letter, Derry Journal 

and The Irish News cover all the articles which mention female ex-combatants from 1st January 2009 to 31st 

December 2015. The articles have been read and coded from themes arising from the previous literature, and 

themes which have stemmed from the data itself. This reading interprets the text as the author intended. The 

preferred reading of each text, or the intention of the text, is used to code the article’s tone as either positive, 

negative or neutral. The tone affects how audiences interpret the texts and is an indicator of what readers may 

believe to be true about female ex-combatants. Of course, the potential polysemy of each article is appreciated, 

but the dominant reading is used as the basis for the coding. Below is the table showing the tones of the articles 

for Northern Ireland. 
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Table 4 Northern Ireland Tones 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage Positive Percentage Total 
Percentage 
in Unionist 

Newspapers 

Percentage 
in All 

Newspapers 

Belfast 
Telegraph 

1399 60.17 907 39.01 19 0.82 2325 73.55 43.44 

Londonderry 
Sentinel 

109 54.23 90 44.78 2 0.99 201 6.36 3.76 

News Letter 426 67.09 206 32.44 3 0.47 635 20.09 11.86 

Unionist 
Total 

1934 61.18 1203 38.06 24 0.76 3161 100 59.06 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Newspaper Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage Positive Percentage Total 

Percentage 
in 

Nationalist 
Newspapers 

Percentage 
in All 

Newspapers 

Derry Journal 28 5.2 305 57.55 197 37.17 530 24.19 9.9 

The Irish 
News 

464 27.93 800 48.16 397 23.9 1661 75.8 31 

Nationalist 
Total 

492 22.46 1105 50.43 594 27.11 2191 100 40.94 

All 
Newspapers 

Total 
2426 45.33 2308 43.12 618 11.55 5352  

 

It was hypothesised that the ‘negative’ node would have the highest percentage of articles in the Unionist 

newspapers, and this is confirmed in the data, where the majority of Unionist articles (61.18 per cent) were 

negative in tone. Additionally, the hypothesis that the ‘positive’ node would have the greatest percentage of the 

Nationalist newspapers was disproved as most of the articles (50.43 per cent) were coded neutrally. 

Furthermore, the hypothesis that the Unionist newspapers would have more negative articles than the 

Nationalist ones was confirmed, as the Unionist press had 61.18 per cent negative, to the Nationalist 22.46 per 

cent. Likewise, it was hypothesised that the Nationalist news media would have more positive articles than the 

Unionist news media, this was also confirmed as the Nationalist press had 27.11 per cent, and the Unionist 

newspapers had 0.76 per cent.  

 The reason for this is because the Nationalist newspapers are more inclined to be positive about female 

ex-combatants as the majority of them are Nationalist and Republican. Similarly, as the female ex-combatants 
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are Nationalist and Republican, this is incongruous with Unionist ideology, therefore the Unionist newspapers 

are more inclined to be negative about the women.  

 Overall, the Northern Irish news media (in this study) are negative about the female former 

combatants, as the articles were coded as 45.33 per cent negative, 43.12 per cent neutral and 11.55 per cent 

positive. This disparity is due to the reliance on victims and past trauma (of the Troubles) for news material. 

Plus, news in general is negative (Galtung and Ruge, 1965). Moreover, there are only two Nationalist 

newspapers, thus perhaps if there had been more, there may have been more positive articles. However, in this 

thesis, the highest percentage of articles about female ex-combatants in Northern Ireland are coded as negative. 

What follows are the themes of representation, the first theme being the link with the past which is 

outlined below. 

5.3 THE PAST IN THE PRESENT  

From reading the articles, the relevance of past events looms large in the post-conflict period. One of the 

predominate findings in the Northern Irish newspapers is that the past is referenced repeatedly and “past-

focused emotions” (Brewer, 2016: 2) are prioritised. The news agenda is event driven, thus past events become 

a modern-day issue when contemporary happenings recall earlier incidents. With the news being socially 

constructed, because it serves a social purpose, the pairing of the past and the present makes a political 

statement about the occurrence being reported. Quantitative word frequency queries within NVivo indicate that 

past events are still the major talking point and source of news for the print media in Northern Ireland. The word 

frequency query ranks each word (and stemmed words like ‘peace’, ‘peaceful’, ‘peacefully’) by the number of 

times it occurs. This query is performed for all the Northern Irish newspapers in this thesis and in each newspaper 

to see which words are given precedence over others. This shows the characteristics of each newspaper, which 

may be representative of its political leaning. The findings from the analysis of words which have high frequency 

can highlight the practices used by the journalists and editors in each newspaper, which may be dependent on 

political partisanship, and/or on the region, that is Belfast and Derry/Londonderry. The analysis of high 

frequency words sheds light on the focus of the newspaper, and how the same events or people may be 

represented differently or similarly. By comparing the word frequencies between the newspapers, this reveals 
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what issues are considered most important by the respective newspapers by the most common words used to 

describe phenomena and the aspects of language from different perspectives.  

 What follows is an analysis of the word frequencies from all the newspaper articles in the thesis. The 

word frequency queries for stemmed words and exact matches can be found in the tables 43 and 44 in the 

Appendix. 

 What is evident from the quantitative data is the numerical confirmation that the paramilitary 

organisation the IRA is the number one ranked word (in both the stemmed words and exact matches word 

frequency queries). Although the IRA disbanded in 2005 it remains a significant issue as all the female ex-

combatants involved in the devolved assembly at Stormont were former members of the IRA or its breakaway 

groups. As there are no female loyalist ex-combatants in the Assembly it makes sense that IRA would be highly 

ranked. This shows how these women’s pasts are being brought up in modern day news. Moreover, the 

consequences of the IRA’s actions are still visible today.  

 The next highest ranked word in the stemmed words word frequency query is ‘murders’ which shows 

the negative bias of the news (in the exact matches word frequency query, ‘Mary’ is the second word, this refers 

to Mary McArdle and Mary Travers. They will be discussed in the vignettes on McArdle). As murder is ‘bad news’ 

due to its linkage to violent crime it will always rank above positive stories due to the news values identified by 

Galtung and Ruge (1965). However, these news articles are those which mention female ex-combatants, they 

are not a blanket search of all articles from the chosen newspapers. This shows a prevalence of negative news 

around the female ex-combatants, especially with regards to one of the most heinous crimes, which is murder. 

  What follows is analysis of the rankings in the stemmed words word frequencies for each newspaper. 

In the Belfast Telegraph (Table 45 in Appendix), ‘IRA’ is the top hit with 2790 counts. This is the same for the 

News Letter (783 counts) and The Irish News (1971 counts) (tables 49 and 53 in Appendix). ‘IRA’ is the most 

frequent word in the newspaper articles about female ex-combatants from these newspapers. 

 However, in the Derry Journal ‘IRA’ is ranked eighth with 91 hits (Table 51 in Appendix) and in the 

Londonderry Sentinel (Table 47 in Appendix) it is fourteenth with 30 hits (the words ‘injf’ and ‘derr’ were 

removed from the Derry Journal, and the words ‘sentinel’, ‘inls’, ‘105’ and ‘uprg’ were removed from the 

Londonderry Sentinel as they refer to the ordering of photographs in the newspapers, and not words describing 

female ex-combatants). This shows that the paramilitary group is still relevant in the newspapers from Belfast, 

but less relevant in newspapers from Derry/Londonderry.  
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 The Londonderry Sentinel’s most frequent word is ‘Chuilin’ (155 hits) which refers to Carál Ní Chuilín, 

the Sinn Féin politician. Although she was a member of the Provisional IRA, the fact that her name is a high-

ranking word is not necessarily a homage to the past as she has been a MLA for North Belfast and was the 

minister for the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure from 16th May 2011 to 30th of March 2016.  

 The Derry Journal’s highest ranked word is ‘price’ referring to the female ex-combatants Dolours and 

Marian Price. The representations of these women are analysed in vignettes in this theme, and the following 

theme. They rank highly as during the time frame chosen for analysis, Dolours Price accused Gerry Adams of 

involvement in Jean McConville’s murder, and Dolours Price herself died. In addition, Marian Price was unwell 

in prison and her release was encouraged by some4 who believed that she should have been released on 

humanitarian grounds. These events were newsworthy as they were controversial, thus their high ranking is 

valid as the news is event driven. 

 In the Belfast Telegraph, the second highest term is ‘murder’ with 1913 counts. This is the same for the 

News Letter (708 hits) and The Irish News (1426 hits). The word ‘murder’ relates to victims which are dominant 

in Northern Ireland’s post-conflict dialogue. Moreover, the terms ‘murder’ and ‘murderer’ are guaranteed to 

attract attention due to the act being so extreme. Also, these words are not ambivalent terms, but are sharp 

and easily identified by readers. The high ranking of ‘murder’ underscores the negative bias of the news. News 

is partial to bedlam rather than calm, and murder is a prime example of pandemonium.  

 Following this, in the Belfast Telegraph the third word is ‘Mary’, the fourth ‘Chuilin’, fifth ‘McArdle’ and 

sixth ‘Travers’ and eighth ‘victims’. Relatedly, The Irish News’s rankings are past and victim-focused as well, 

because the terms, ‘Chuilin’, ‘prisons’, ‘Mary’, ‘victims’, ‘kills’, ‘Travers’, ‘McArdle’ are fourth, fifth, sixth, 

seventh, eighth and ninth respectively. Similarly, in the News Letter, the third word is ‘victims’, ninth is ‘Chuilin’, 

tenth is ‘justice’, eleventh is ‘Travers’ and twelfth is ‘Mary’. These terms are related to Mary McArdle’s 

involvement in the murder of Mary Travers. Plus, McArdle was appointed as Ní Chuilín’s Special Adviser, which 

recalled the past event of the Travers’s murder. These words refer to victims and the past, both of which are 

significant themes in the Northern Irish press.  

 The News Letter’s word frequency shows that the fourth is ‘price’, followed by ‘tapes’, ‘interviews’, 

‘Boston’ and ‘McConville’. These terms refer to the Boston College interviews and tapes, where former 

                                                           
4 Taoiseach Enda Kenny, Tánaiste Eamon Gilmore, Jennifer McCann, Gerry Adams. RTÉ News. (2013) Marian Price Released from Prison. 

Available at: https://www.rte.ie/news/2013/0530/453662-marian-price-northern-ireland/. 
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combatants gave information about their roles in the Troubles. Additionally, ‘price’ is seventh in the Belfast 

Telegraph’s ranking, third in The Irish News, tenth in the Londonderry Sentinel and first in the Derry Journal. 

These words have a lot of mentions as the tapes were controversial, because assurance was given to the ex-

combatants that the recordings would not be published until after their deaths. However, this caused outrage 

as victims wanted these people prosecuted for their crimes. Plus, as mentioned above, Dolours Price had 

provided information about the murder of Jean McConville which implicated Gerry Adams. The tapes are a key 

component of the investigation into McConville’s abduction and murder (BBC News, 2017). 

 These quantitative results support the qualitative analysis which states that the currency of victimhood 

is very valuable in the media market (this is explored more thoroughly in the next theme: Perpetrator and Victim 

Couplet).  

 The Londonderry Sentinel’s second most common word is ‘reporter’. The Derry Journal’s second highest 

ranked word is ‘attending’. Reference to victims in the Londonderry Sentinel is ‘attack’ (third), bombs (eighth) 

and ‘wars’ (ninth); and in the Derry Journal, ‘attack’ is sixth. Interestingly, ‘commemoration’ is seventh in the 

Derry Journal. This pertains to commemorations of fallen IRA members and Republicans, who are considered 

victims of British state violence, which jars with the Unionist newspapers. The concept of victimhood is discussed 

in the themes ‘Perpetrator and Victim Couplet’ and ‘Peace Journalism’. 

 Having scrutinised the highest-ranking words overall and for each newspaper, the word frequency 

reports indicate the pervasiveness of events from the past, which in turn, show how they have dominated the 

discourse of Northern Ireland’s print media in the years 2009-2015. Some of these events are discussed in 

greater depth in vignettes which deal with individual female ex-combatants later in the chapter. 

 The prevalence of the past in the present affects not only how events are portrayed, but also the 

representation of figures and the predication. This is particularly evident when the female ex-combatants are 

frequently introduced with phrases which relate to their past actions for example, “Old Bailey Bomber Dolours 

Price” (Unattributed, 2015j); “Old Bailey bomber Marian Price” (Unattributed, 2013l); “bomber Anderson” 

(McBride, 2014); “former IRA bomber Carál Ní Chuilín” (Unattributed, 2015k); “ex-IRA convict [Carál Ní Chuilín]” 

(Kula, 2014); and “Britain’s most wanted woman [Eibhlin Glenholmes]” (Rusk, 2012b). From reading the articles, 

the researcher identified that different name terms were used to characterise the female ex-combatants. These 

were coded into the general node ‘name term’ which allowed for easy identification within the database. The 

articles offered up the term “Old Bailey Bomber” for the Price sisters, this was coded as referring to a past event 
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the Old Bailey Bomb in London, a past conviction. The women’s previous convictions became a naming tactic 

which, in Unionist newspapers, creates an identity of violence and crime for them, and in Nationalist 

newspapers, an identity of martyrdom. This identity is predicated on earlier deeds, which grounds the women 

in the past and crystallises their public personae as former combatants rather than as, for example, MLAs. The 

consequence of this referencing is that past crimes are continually recalled, truncating any chance of the women 

being seen in a new light, as they are unable to break out of this literary framework and move away from the 

associated stigma. Even if the female ex-combatant is introduced neutrally with no apparent judgement from 

the newspaper, the mentioning of the naming term which is founded on a past event, subsequently sets the 

tone of the article. 

 The difference in how the newspapers represent the women is dependent on ideology. In the 

Nationalist-leaning The Irish News examples of how female ex-combatants are described more favourably are 

as follows: “principled republicans such as Marian Price” (McGeever, 2012: 20); “wronged and ill-treated 

republican prisoners” (O'Neill, 2012: 26); “veteran republican Marian Price”, “former IRA prisoner” (Morris, 

2012a: 7);  “female political prisoner”, “Marian Price is not a criminal” (Mackey, 2012: 24); “former PoWs”, 

“former political prisoners”, Republican ex-prisoners (Gibney, 2011a: 19); “ex-PoWs” (Flynn, 2012: 24); “former 

ex-prisoners and ex-internees” (Perry, 2012: 26); “martyred comrades” (Young, 2014: 12); and “former hunger-

striker” (Unattributed, 2011f: 5). Similarly, the Derry Journal, characterises ex-combatants as, “IRA Volunteers” 

(Staff Reporter, 2009); “our comrades…our Volunteers” (Unattributed, 2012h); and “former internee” (Simpson, 

2012d). Contrastingly, the terms “political prisoner” and “PoW” are not used to describe female Republican ex-

combatants in the Unionist newspapers. Instead, they are known as “killers” (O'Hara, 2011a: 4; Savage, 2014) 

and “terrorists” (Clarke, 2012b: 2; Little, 2015: 29-30). These signs have oppositional connotations in Unionist 

and Loyalist ideologies, as members of the IRA (and its splinter groups) who were imprisoned are seen as 

deserving of punishment, and their incarceration as justified. The semiotic analysis of these words reveals the 

differences between Nationalist and Unionist newspapers in how female ex-combatants are described, all of 

which have deeper political meanings other than as just descriptive terms. The polysemy of signs means that 

they are interpreted differently in different communities, and in Northern Ireland, the Nationalist and Unionist 

communities are based on not only different, but oppositional political ideologies. Hence, in the Nationalist 

community, the signifiers “political prisoner”, “POW” and “ex-internee” denote someone who has been 

imprisoned illegally or mistakenly, and the connotations of this, are outrage at the miscarriage of justice and 
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discrimination of Republicans by the British State. Moreover, the poignant sign “hunger-striker” is deeply 

charged, and its denotation signifies someone who has stopped eating as political protest. The connotations of 

“hunger-striker” are associated with sacrifice, the greatest sacrifice being one’s life. Furthermore, the poignancy 

of “hunger-striker” goes beyond a discursive sign in the Nationalist/Republican community as hunger-strikers 

have been iconised as symbols of resistance, and as inspirational figures who boosted IRA recruitment. In 

addition, hunger-strikers were perceived as victorious by Republicans because Northern Ireland Secretary James 

Prior granted some of the strikers’ demands (for example, the right to wear their own clothes), yet the British 

Government asserted that they had not conceded to Republican demands (BBC News, 2006).  

 The semiotic analysis of the terms used to define female ex-combatants uncovers predicational 

strategies used by journalists to evaluate the women by attributing qualities which characterise them as 

negative (Richardson, 2007: 53) or positive, depending on the newspaper’s ideology. Hence, even if the past is 

present in the present-day, in the Nationalist newspapers this is not necessarily negative. Whereas in the 

Unionist newspapers the coupling of the past and present recalls acts of political violence which are abhorred, 

thus the female combatants implicated are disparaged in modern day Northern Irish news media. However, in 

the Nationalist press, the female ex-combatants are known as veterans of a political cause who are deserving of 

sympathy. 

 The table shows the breakdown for nodes which refer to sympathy for female former combatants. 
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Table 5 Sympathy Nodes 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper 
‘Stigma’ 

Node 
Percentage 

‘Can’t Get 
Jobs’ Node 

Percentage  ‘Sympathy 
for Former 

Combatants’ 
Node 

Percentage 

Belfast 
Telegraph 

2 0.09 
2 0.09 22 0.95 

Londonderry 
Sentinel 

0 0 
0 0 5 2.49 

News Letter 0 0 0 0 4 0.63 

Unionist Total 2 0.09 2 0.09 31 0.98 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 1 0.19 1 0.19 37 6.98 

The Irish News 9 0.54 9 0.54 190 11.44 

Nationalist Total 10 0.46 10 0.46 227 10.36 

All Newspapers 
Total 

12 0.22 
12 0.22 258 4.82 

 

Only 4.82 per cent of articles are sympathetic to female ex-combatants, however there are more articles in the 

Nationalist newspapers than the Unionist ones, which is to be expected. Gibney in The Irish News talks about 

the discrimination against former combatants in the job market, in the title: “Former Prisoners Being 

Discriminated Against”; and the body of the article, “discriminatory action in employing former republican 

prisoners…former prisoners can be legally discriminated against” (Gibney, 2015: 21). Additionally, because 

McArdle lost her post as a Special Adviser due to her involvement in Mary Travers’s murder, Paul Kavanagh 

speaks out about how former combatants are punished twice for offences, “it’s okay to discriminate against 

political prisoners” (Manley, 2013e: 8).  

 What follows are several vignettes of specific female ex-combatants. These vignettes demonstrate how 

these women are framed within the context of past convictions. Through reading the articles, mentions of crimes 

were coded as the node ‘past conviction’ and then specifically coded with the particular action, such as the node 

‘Travers murder’. 

 To begin, the vignette of Mary McArdle is outlined. 
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5.3.1 Vignette: Mary McArdle 

In May 2011, Mary McArdle was appointed as Special Adviser to the former Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure 

(16th May 2011 until 30th March 2016) Carál Ní Chuilín (North Belfast MLA). They had met in jail whilst serving 

their respective sentences. McArdle was part of an IRA gang which ambushed magistrate Tom Travers as he left 

Mass in south Belfast in 1984, killing his daughter Mary. McArdle was arrested aged 19 near the murder scene 

in April 1984, after she was found in possession of two handguns. These two guns which she had collected from 

the gunmen were hidden in surgical stockings under her skirt. She was jailed for life and served 14 years, being 

released early under the terms of the Good Friday Agreement.  

 After her appointment as a Special Adviser, McArdle was criticised by Ann Travers, Mary Travers’s 

sister. Jim McAllister, leader of the Traditional Unionist Voice (TUV) and MLA for North Antrim, supported Ann 

Travers’s campaign, and eventually McArdle had to step down and take up a less prominent role within Sinn 

Féin. The campaign brought about the Civil Service (Special Advisers) (Amendment) Bill (also known as Ann’s 

Law) which now means that “no one can be appointed as a Special Adviser who has a serious criminal conviction” 

(Black, 2013). 

 The articles about McArdle were coded at the node ‘appointment ex-combatants’ when references to 

the appointment of ex-combatants as Special Advisers to ministers were mentioned; and the node ‘Travers 

murder’ when the murder of Mary Travers was cited. The results are below: 
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Table 6 McArdle Past in the Present 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper 
Number 

of 
Articles 

‘Past 
Conviction’ 

Node 
Percentage 

‘Appointment 
Ex-

combatants’ 
Node 

Percentage 
‘Travers 
Murder’ 

Node 
Percentage 

Belfast 
Telegraph 

238 218 91.6 237 99.58 204 85.71 

Londonderry 
Sentinel 

2 2 100 2 100 2 100 

News Letter 36 34 94.44 35 97.22 31 86.11 

Unionist 
Total 

276 254 92.03 274 99.28 237 85.87 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry 
Journal 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

The Irish 
News 

138 120 86.96 136 98.55 115 83.33 

Nationalist 
Total 

138 120 86.96 136 98.55 115 83.33 

All Articles 
McArdle 

414 374 90.34 410 99.03 352 85.02 

 

The majority of the articles are coded as referencing McArdle’s appointment as a Special Adviser. In addition, 

the Travers murder has a high occurrence. Here is numerical evidence of the linkage of past and present, where 

the present-day event of appointing ex-combatants as Special Advisers is linked with the past event of the 

Travers murder. Three hundred and twelve (75.36 per cent) of the articles about McArdle are coded at the nodes 

‘appointment of ex-combatants’, ‘past conviction’ and ‘Travers murder’ simultaneously.  All the newspapers 

have high levels of linkage of the past and present. Even though The Irish News is a Nationalist newspaper and 

could be supposed to be more sympathetic to ex-combatants than the Unionist News Letter and the Belfast 

Telegraph, it still has high percentages of articles linking the past and the present. 

 The Derry Journal does not contain any articles about McArdle, and the Londonderry Sentinel only has 

two articles about her. McArdle may be of little relevance in Derry/Londonderry. 
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 In the News Letter, an example of the past and present being linked is: “[t]he community was outraged 

because it felt that McArdle was rewarded for her murder of that totally defenceless and innocent young woman 

by being given this very important post” (Unattributed, 2012k). In the Belfast Telegraph,  

The sister of a woman murdered by an IRA gang has spoken of her “anger and disappointment” that 
new rules may not prevent convicted killers receiving posts as Stormont advisors…Ms Travers’ sister 
Mary was murdered by Mary McArdle in 1984. Ms McArdle is now a special advisor to Sinn Féin Culture 
Minister Carál Ní Chuilín (O'Hara, 2011b: 6). 

As McArdle is represented as a killer; this is in no way praiseworthy to the readership. This vocabulary powerfully 

sends the message that this person is to be despised.  Likewise, The Irish News reports, 

Ann Travers has said she is ‘not surprised’ at the comments made in an IRA propaganda video by the 
Sinn Féin special adviser jailed for killing her sister…In 1984 the west Belfast woman was part of an IRA 
gang who killed Mary Travers as she walked from Mass with her family (Unattributed, 2011p: 6). 

The Londonderry Sentinel states, “McArdle controversy…controversy of the appointment of Mary McArdle as 

advisor” (Unattributed, 2012f). Although this does not mention the Travers murder by name it is coded as such 

as it pertains to the event. 

 The narrative that the newspapers are conveying to readers is that of a former combatant who was 

convicted and imprisoned for her part in the murder of Mary Travers and the attempted murder of Tom Travers, 

being given a high-ranking post, seemingly as a reward. This role was gained through her friendship with her 

fellow cellmate, Ní Chuilín, rather than through being voted into her post, or achieving qualifications which other 

civil servants must have. The potent coverage of McArdle’s past crime has precluded her from being seen in any 

other way by the public, other than as a murderer and a terrorist.  

  The vignette of the female ex-combatants Marian and Dolours Price is examined next. 

5.3.2  Vignette: Marian Price and Dolours Price 

Marian Price was a member of the IRA and was imprisoned for the bombing of the Old Bailey on 8th March 1973 

with her elder sister, Dolours Price. The bombing injured 200 people and one man died of a heart attack as a 

result of the blast. The sisters were arrested, convicted and imprisoned in England, where they went on hunger 

strike in protest at being incarcerated outside Northern Ireland. In 1975, the Price sisters were then moved to 

Northern Ireland. Marian Price was released in 1980, however, she was then accused of involvement in the 

Massereene Barracks shooting in 2009, where two British soldiers were shot dead; additionally, she was 

criticised for her participation in an Easter Rising rally in 2011. Consequently, her licence for prison release was 
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revoked by Owen Paterson, the then Secretary of State for Northern Ireland. She was imprisoned in Maghaberry 

Prison and then moved to the hospital wing of Hydebank Prison in February 2012 due to illness (BBC News, 

2012). She was then released from prison on 30th May 2013 (Unattributed, 2013j). 

 In 1980, Dolours Price received the Royal Prerogative of Mercy and was freed on humanitarian grounds 

due to anorexia nervosa. Dolours Price insisted that Gerry Adams (the former president of Sinn Féin) was her 

commanding officer and ordered the abduction and murder of Jean McConville in 1972. Adams has fiercely 

denied these allegations. 

 Dolours Price suffered from alcoholism and died on 23rd January 2013 from an overdose of prescription 

drugs. When alive, she was a staunch opponent to Sinn Féin’s peace strategy and the Good Friday Agreement, 

like her sister. 

 The table below shows how the articles about Marian Price are coded at the nodes ‘past convictions’ 

and ‘Old Bailey bombing’. Dolours Price’s depictions are dealt with following this section on Marian Price. 

 

Table 7 Marian Price Past in the Present 

 

 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper 
Number of 

Articles 
‘Past Conviction’ 

Node 
Percentage 

‘Old Bailey 
Bomb’ Node 

Percentage 

Belfast Telegraph 128 95 74.22 72 56.25 

Londonderry 
Sentinel 

4 3 75 3 75 

News Letter 43 35 81.4 33 76.74 

Unionist Total 175 133 76 108 61.71 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 28 2 7.14 2 7.14 

The Irish News 191 74 38.74 69 36.13 

Nationalist Total 219 76 34.7 71 32.42 

All Articles Marian 
Price 

394 209 53.05 179 45.43 
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In the Belfast Telegraph, Londonderry Sentinel and News Letter, journalists rely more heavily on the 

characterisation of Marian Price as the “Old Bailey bomber” which recalls her past conviction. The News Letter 

calls her “IRA Old Bailey Bomber” (Unattributed, 2013j) and the Londonderry Sentinel names her “Old Bailey 

Bomber Marian Price” (Mullan, 2013). In the Belfast Telegraph, the title: “They Haven’t Gone Away, You 

Know…The Diehard Terrorists Who Refuse to Leave the Stage” (Unattributed, 2013v: 22-23) reminds readers of 

Marian Price’s past political violence and uses this to preserve her identity in the terrorist framework. To name 

is to limit, thus by consistently using the past to frame Marian Price this means that she cannot move beyond 

this textual setting which influences how she is perceived by readers. When her name is mentioned, it is coupled 

with the Old Bailey bomb attack moniker, so much so that is has become her identity, because names are not 

mere nomenclature, but they stand for qualities through representation (Bignell, 2002: 60). She is not simply 

Marian Price, she is ‘Old-Bailey-Bomber-Marian-Price’. Her past act has become her name, and this name has 

become her identity. This nom de guerre is not Marian Price’s choice but is how the newspapers refer to her. 

She does not have the opportunity to name herself, as this is denied to her by the news media. The conflict-

influenced soubriquet is emblematic of how representation exists in relation to power. The news media have 

the monopoly of representation which disempowers the female ex-combatant from self-determination and 

disconnects and distances her public image from her actual identity. In Northern Ireland where the newspapers 

are split along ethno-national and political lines, representation has considerable political significance. The 

female ex-combatants are represented through the prism of the news media which distorts reality, whether 

consciously or subconsciously, and this has significant impact on their acceptance by news consumers. As the 

use of the precedent “bomber” is widespread in Northern Irish news media it is a recognisable narrative device 

because it is a shorthand method of identifying the female ex-combatant as an active actor in the Troubles, 

rather than a person who has been acted upon, such as a victim. Depending on the ideology of the newspaper, 

this may convey negative judgement because the ex-combatant may be characterised as an agent of unjust 

political violence; or she might be portrayed as an actor who had the courage and drive to participate in (what 

some may deem) a war against British state oppression. The word “bomber” is loaded, thus the naming 

technique is not only a memorable nickname (this is increased with the addition of “Old Bailey” to “bomber” 

due to the alliteration, and the specificity of the catchy cognomen), but has significant meaning. Semiotics 

explains the meaning in the sign “bomber”, the physical word “bomber” is the signifier, and its denotative 

signified concept labels Marian Price literally as someone who plants bombs. Furthermore, the connotative 
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signified meanings of “bomber” are criminality and terrorism, which both have negative associations. However, 

connotations are situated within socio-cultural and ideo-political associations, thus they are open to polysemic 

meanings. Hence, in the context of Northern Ireland, the sign “bomber” does not necessarily mean a terrorist, 

but in Republican circles a bomber could be someone lauded as a freedom fighter. Thus, the meaning behind 

the moniker is dependent on the ideology espoused by the particular newspaper in which the article appears. 

By identifying the tone of the articles as positive, negative or neutral, this reveals whether or not the identifier 

of “Old Bailey Bomber” is recalling the past as a negative, positive or neutral element. Below is the table which 

shows Marian Price’s characterisation in each newspaper. 

 

Table 8 Marian Price Tones 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper 
Number 

of 
Articles 

Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage Positive Percentage 

Belfast 
Telegraph 

128 117 91.41 11 8.59 0 0 

Londonderry 
Sentinel 

4 2 50 2 50 0 0 

News Letter 43 42 97.67 1 2.33 0 0 

Unionist Total 175 161 92 14 8 0 0 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 28 1 3.57 4 14.29 23 82.14 

The Irish News 191 12 6.28 60 31.41 119 62.3 

Nationalist 
Total 

219 13 5.94 64 29.22 142 64.84 

Marian Price 
Total 

394 174 44.16 78 19.8 142 36.04 

 

In the Nationalist newspapers, The Irish News and Derry Journal, there are high percentages of positive articles, 

whereas in the Belfast Telegraph, Londonderry Sentinel and News Letter, the number of negative articles is 

greater. Therefore, it appears that the connotative associations of “bomber” is not necessarily negative in a 

Nationalist news outlet. 
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 In The Irish News, Marian Price is also introduced as “former IRA bomber” (Simpson, 2012c: 12), but 

only in 36.13 per cent of the articles. Similarly, the Nationalist Derry Journal only has 7.14 per cent of articles 

which mention the bombing of the Old Bailey. In addition, it is observed that in The Irish News, Marian Price was 

known as an IRA volunteer, ex-prisoner, or ex-political prisoner. In the same article as above it also says, 

“[h]undreds of people showed their support for veteran republican prisoner Marian Price at a rally in west 

Belfast yesterday” (Simpson, 2012c: 12). As explained earlier, semiotic analysis of these signifiers denotes 

favourable coverage, and the connotation of this is that she is evaluated favourably, which is indicative of the 

Nationalist newspapers’ ideology. 

 Having dealt with Marian Price, now Dolours Price’s characterisation is considered. The articles about 

Dolours Price are coded at the nodes, ‘past conviction’, ‘Old Bailey bombing’ and ‘McConville murder’. The 

results are in the table below: 

 

Table 9 Dolours Price Past in Present 

 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper 
Number 

of 
Articles 

‘Past 
Conviction’ 

Node 
Percentage 

‘Old 
Bailey 
Bomb’ 
Node 

Percentage 
‘McConville 

Murder’ 
Node 

Percentage 

Belfast 
Telegraph 

138 99 71.74 58 42.03 96 69.57 

Londonderry 
Sentinel 

1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

News Letter 75 72 96 32 42.67 67 89.33 

Unionist 
Total 

214 171 79.91 90 42.06 163 76.17 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

The Irish 
News 

124 104 83.87 57 45.97 76 61.29 

Nationalist 
Total 

124 104 83.87 57 45.97 76 61.29 

All Articles 
Dolours Price 

338 275 81.36 147 43.49 239 70.71 
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In all the newspapers, 81.36 per cent of them mention a past conviction in reference to Dolours Price. “IRA 

bomber” and “Old Bailey bomber” (Unattributed, 2013h) are used as nicknames for Dolours, however although 

she admits abducting McConville she is never called “McConville murderer”, unlike McArdle who is frequently 

referred to as “IRA killer”. This may be due to Dolours Price being portrayed as a pathetic figure by the press, as 

she suffered from post-traumatic stress syndrome and was an alcoholic. However, she is still depicted negatively 

by the Unionist newspapers (Table 24). Perhaps, because Dolours Price is naming Adams, who is a high-profile 

figure, this is deflecting blame from herself. In McArdle’s case, the men who shot Mr and Miss Travers are not 

remembered in the same way that McArdle is, because her femaleness has made her into a figure of infamy. 

Nevertheless, the use of the moniker “bomber” is picked up with distaste by a reader of The Irish News who 

writes, 

former republican activist Dolours Price was labelled with the title ‘bomber’ after her appearance at 
the court on a charge of shoplifting for which she was acquitted. Surely this lady, regardless of her past, 
is entitled to the same rights as anyone else and should not be called bomber in a civil court case? 
(Morgan, 2010: 20). 

The reader asks that Dolours Price not to be known by her past exclusively. By naming Dolours Price “bomber” 

even when referencing events which are unrelated to her past, identifies her within the framework of terrorism, 

which constrains her stringently to a one-dimensional figure of violence. The news media are disallowing Dolours 

Price to be separated from her nom de guerre by fixating upon her past conviction. This preoccupation with the 

past may be the reason for the low coverage of ex-combatants moving on with their lives and creating new 

identities for themselves. The node ‘future for former combatants’ is present in only 4.86 per cent of the articles 

about female ex-combatants. The notion of reinventing oneself through redemption is extremely scarce in 

Northern Ireland’s press as the violent past of an ex-combatant makes for a more scandalous story because it 

draws people’s attention. If the above story were about a non-controversial or unknown figure who shoplifted, 

it would not make the headlines. By branding the Price sisters permanently with the signifier “bomber”, even 

when they have served their time in prison this creates and maintains a given identity over which they have no 

power.  

 Although this research does not investigate male ex-combatants, it would be interesting to note if the 

noms de guerre followed male former combatants into the post-conflict period. For the women, these names 

have sticking power as they are consistently and persistently used in reference to them in the newspapers. 

Martin McGuinness was known by the paronomasia ‘Butcher of the Bogside’, the calembour referring to his 
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apprenticeship as a butcher, and time as second-in-command in the IRA in Derry/Londonderry. However, 

McGuinness, has transformed himself, and been transformed in most of the news media, from terrorist to 

statesman (Taylor, 2011: xvi). It would be illuminating to discover if this transformation followed a concerted 

effort from McGuinness (and his team) or from the news media, to allow him to move from Bogside butcher to 

peacemaker; as there must have been a watershed moment in the newsrooms where his ‘profession’ as a 

butcher gave way to statesman. This ‘makeover’ is not evident for the female ex-combatants in the news media. 

It may be due to the patriarchal nature of Northern Irish society, politics and the news media, where on one 

hand, women have not been at the forefront of the peace process, as this was reserved for, and credited to, 

McGuinness, Adams, John Hume (a founding member of the Social Democratic and Labour Party [SDLP]), David 

Trimble (First Minister of Northern Ireland from 1998 to 2002) and Tony Blair (Prime Minister of the UK from 

1997 to 2007); and on the other hand, women do not seem to have the same power over self-determination as 

men have. 

 Although McGuinness may no longer be named the ‘Butcher of the Bogside’, following his death in 

2017, there was extensive newspaper coverage of his past in the IRA, which was balanced with his role in 

Northern Ireland’s peace process. The Belfast Telegraph brings his past into the present by recognising his part 

in peace but reminding readers of his time in the IRA- not as a freedom fighter or volunteer but as a terrorist. 

The DUP (Democratic Unionist Party) leader Arlene Foster is reported as saying that, “she wants to acknowledge 

McGuinness’ role in peace, but won’t forget his terrorist past” (Rutherford, 2017: 1). Foster is directly quoted as 

being mindful of the “empty chairs and broken hearts as a result of the terrorism Martin 

McGuinness…supported”; and “he also played a central role in leading republicans away from the bomb and the 

bullet” (Rutherford, 2017: 1). Interestingly in this article (Rutherford, 2017: 1), Foster is referred to as Arlene 

and McGuinness is referred to as Martin in the title: “Arlene: I’ll Be at Martin’s Funeral”, however in the body of 

the article Fosters is still referred to by her first name, whilst McGuinness is known by his surname rather than 

his given name. The use of the first name is a feminisation tactic which conveys a sense of familiarity with 

feminine undertones, whereas the use of the surname is a masculine device which suggests authority and 

formality. 

The Belfast Telegraph gives even coverage which balances McGuinness’s political violence with peace 

work, “gunman turned peacemaker” (Deeney, 2017: 6-7). Articles praising his role in peace-building, 

“McGuinness Made NI Better Place, Says IRA Victim’s Cousin” (Campbell, 2017: 8); and, “Labelling Dissidents 
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Traitors was Remarkable, says Orde” (O'Boyle, 2017: 11), are followed by articles condemning his political 

violence, “Will Bill and Tony Spare a Thought for the Victims?” (Dudley Edwards, 2017: 12); “Man Who Lost Dad 

in Poppy Day Bombing Slams Book of Condolence for McGuinness” (Black, 2017b: 13); and, “He Died an 

Unrepentant Terrorist and is Undeserving of the Inevitable Eulogies” (Black, 2017a: 13).However, in the 

newspaper the sequence of the stories begins on the front page with McGuinness labelled as a terrorist, 

followed by stories which balance his violent past with his peace work, then stories praising his role in building 

peace, and finally the last stories are those condemning the admiration given to McGuinness, and a story about 

how he re-victimised Mairia Cahill, who had been raped by an IRA member. 

So, forgive me for pointing out, when people say he moved away from his past, that he was still in the 
very recent past deploying some nimble footwork to make it look like he was sympathetic to the victim, 
while still covering for the IRA (Cahill, 2017: 27). 

Although the Belfast Telegraph does give balanced coverage, the thoughts left with the reader are those which 

blame McGuinness for atrocities against innocent victims.  

 Furthermore, Private Eye, the British satirical news magazine, highlights the contrasts in how Martin 

McGuinness’s death was covered, by creating mock front pages from the Daily Mail and The Guardian. In the 

Daily Mail, a newspaper known for its sensationalism, McGuinness is characterised as “mass murderer”, 

whereas in the left wing The Guardian, he is known as the “Irish Mandela”. 

 

Figure 5 Martin McGuinness 
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Although there is a difference between the characterisations of female ex-combatants in the Nationalist and 

Unionist newspapers, it is not as stark as the above image. 

 What follows is the final vignette in the theme of the past in the present where Mairéad Farrell’s 

representation is analysed. 

5.3.3 Vignette: Mairéad Farrell 

During the Troubles Mairéad Farrell was a prominent IRA member who was imprisoned in Armagh Gaol in 1976 

for attempting to plant a bomb at the Conway Hotel in Dunmurry. She engaged in a dirty protest5 and hunger 

strike in 1980 and 1981. She was released in October 1986 and enrolled at Queen’s University Belfast as a mature 

student studying political science. It is alleged that she, Sean Savage and Daniel McCann were sent by the IRA to 

plant a bomb on Gibraltar. She was killed on 8th March 1988 there (along with Savage and McCann) by a Special 

Air Service (SAS) unit which had been in place on the island for over a week.  

 Although Farrell has been dead since the 1980s, her legacy remains active with the existence of the 

Mairéad Farrell Republican Youth Committee and the Mairéad Farrell camogie competition. Below is the table 

which outlines how often past events relating to Farrell are mentioned in the newspaper articles about her. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 The dirty protest otherwise known as the no wash protest was the reaction to 7th February 1980 where female prisoners in Armagh jail 

were assaulted by prison officers and then locked in their cells. Further to this, prison officers destroyed items of black clothing in their 
cells (which represented the female IRA members as being part of a collective identity). As the women were denied toilet facilities they 
began to throw the contents of their chamber pots out of the cell windows until they were boarded up. The women threw the contents 
onto the landings of the prison and smeared excrement on their cell walls (Wahidin, 2016: 141-151). 
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10 Farrell Past in the Present 

 

The node ‘past conviction’ accounts for Farrell’s time in prison for attempting to plant a bomb at the Conway 

Hotel in Dunmurry and her alleged attack on Gibraltar. The percentages 58.33 per cent and 58.33 per cent 

(Belfast Telegraph) and 65.63 per cent and 59.38 per cent (The Irish News) show that Farrell’s past is still being 

recalled in the modern press. This may be because her shooting is a controversial issue, as some believe that it 

was unlawful and there was the opportunity to arrest Farrell, Savage and McCann rather than killing them.  

 Below is the table outlining the tone of representation in each of the newspapers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper 
Number of 

Articles 
‘Past Conviction’ 

Node 
Percentage 

‘Gibraltar’ 
Node 

Percentage 

Belfast Telegraph 24 14 58.33 14 58.33 

Londonderry 
Sentinel 

0 0 0 0 0 

News Letter 7 2 28.57 2 28.57 

Unionist Total 31 16 51.61 16 51.61 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 0 0 0 0 0 

The Irish News 32 21 65.63 19 59.38 

Nationalist Total 32 21 65.63 19 59.38 

All Articles Farrell 63 37 58.73 35 55.56 
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Table 11 Farrell Tones 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper 
Number 

of 
articles 

Positive Percentage Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage 

Belfast 
Telegraph 

24 
 

0 
0 18 75 6 25 

Londonderry 
Sentinel 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 News Letter 7 0 0 3 42.86 4 57.14 

Unionist Total 31 0 0 21 67.74 10 32.26 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

The Irish News 32 14 43.75 1 3.13 17 53.13 

Nationalist 
Total 

32 14 43.75 1 3.13 17 53.13 

Farrell Total 63 14 22.22 22 34.92 27 42.86 

 

The Irish News has the most articles about Farrell, which may be because her memory is more relevant to its 

readership as she was a prominent Republican. Moreover, The Irish News is the only newspaper whose articles 

are coded as positive. This favourable representation here may be due to bias, because Farrell was a Republican 

and the paper is Nationalist-leaning. The Belfast Telegraph highlights that Farrell was part of the IRA which 

caused many deaths, 

[g]rotesque irony in republicans moralising over violence in Gaza. Perhaps the Mairéad Farrell 
Republican Youth have forgotten that Farrell was sentenced to 14 years in prison for explosives 
offences and was killed while on an IRA mission in Gibraltar. How much slaughter resulted from IRA 
bombs? (McCausland, 2014: 25). 

In addition, Farrell is not lauded as a feminist martyr, 

Farrell gained martyr status after she was shot dead, probably unlawfully. But she was in Gibraltar to 
bomb a military band ceremony. To ‘do an Enniskillen,’ so to speak. That would be Enniskillen where 
Marie Wilson died, holding her father's hand saying, ‘I love you very much.’ In 2008, without irony, Sinn 
Féin proposed a commemoration for Farrell at Stormont, to mark International Women's Day! Yet many 
mainstream feminists still go along with this twisted logic. For the rest of us, the real feminist legacy of 
the republican movement was that it killed women, and produced women who killed, in equal measure. 
And we haven't even mentioned Jean McConville (Delaney, 2014: 8). 

 The News Letter refers to Farrell, Savage and McCann as terrorists, “[t]he undercover Army operation- 

against terrorists planning a bomb attack on British troops…terrorists’ home city” (Rainey, 2013). The title: 



 159 

“[l]ooking back at brutal two weeks of Troubles” is emblematic of Northern Ireland’s obsession with the past. 

The article’s sensationalist language, “brink of unprecedented bloodshed” and “[g]raphic images shown around 

the world portrayed Northern Ireland as being trapped in a downward spiral of murder and mayhem” is 

exploiting the distress and heartache of readers which may resurface from the article’s revisiting of events from 

25 years ago. 

 Due to the realisation during coding that the news agenda was event driven, the researcher decided to 

briefly examine how Farrell was portrayed in the press following her death. In order to understand present day 

events, key events from the past involving the female ex-combatants during the Troubles needed to be 

identified. This served to ground and contextualise the research by providing a picture of certain female 

combatants involved in the conflict. The consideration of present day events in relation to past significant events 

helped to understand the news media representation of female ex-combatants better. This is not a balanced 

quantitative comparison, as the PhD structure would not allow this due to time and resources, but simply a 

snapshot of how female combatants’ identities have changed from conflict to post-conflict. 

 Similarly to modern day coverage, in 1988 the Belfast Telegraph negatively portrayed Farrell as a 

terrorist for attempting to bomb the changing of the guard ceremony on Gibraltar with a 500lb car bomb, the 

headline being “Futile Terror of Provos” (Flanagan, 1988: 4). Farrell also received unfavourable representation 

in the News Letter because of the controversy around Queen’s University Belfast refusing to fly the flag over the 

Lanyon Building at half-mast, as is customary following a death of a student. Here she is named as a terrorist in 

the headline, “Row Grows Over Student Plans to Honour Terrorist” (Unattributed, 1988: 8). Furthermore, Olwen 

Stewart from the Ulster Unionist Association at Queen’s, “slammed the [students’] union’s condemnation of the 

shooting of the three republican terrorists” (Unattributed, 1988). Stewart is quoted, “no way are we going 

to…have it said that we- the students of Queen’s- showed any respect or sympathy for a dead terrorist” (Gordon 

and Coulter, 1988: 4). 

 In contrast, in contemporary Northern Ireland The Irish News does not refer to Farrell as a terrorist but 

as a victim, “three unarmed IRA members” (McCaffrey, 2009: 6). The newspaper sees the shooting on Gibraltar 

as unlawful and unnecessary through the use of the word “executed” in the statement, “[w]ithin less than a 

week the IRA experienced another huge loss when the SAS summarily executed Mairéad Farrell, Sean Savage 

and Dan McCann in Gibraltar” (Gibney, 2013: 19). Furthermore, the headline, “Picket and Mass in Memory of 
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Gibraltar 3- Killings Triggered Dark Period in North's History” and the following excerpt show sympathy for the 

people killed on Gibraltar 25 years later, 

[w]hite-line pickets and anniversary Mass have been held to remember three IRA members killed by 
the SAS in Gibraltar 25 years ago. Mairéad Farrell (31), Sean Savage (23) and father-of-two Danny 
McCann (30) were shot dead in controversial circumstances by an undercover British army unit on 
March 6 1988. All three were unarmed when they were ambushed. British authorities came in for 
criticism after it emerged the victims may have been attempting to surrender when they were gunned 
down (Young, 2013a: 10). 

The Irish News uses neutral terms such as, “IRA leader” (McCaffrey, 2010: 1),“IRA members” (Unattributed, 

2011j: 2) and “Gibraltar IRA victim’s brother” (Unattributed, 2011d: 14) to represent Farrell which perhaps does 

not go as far as to validate her actions, but certainly does not condemn them. She is not known as a terrorist but 

a volunteer and a victim, and the presence of commemoratory prizes in Farrell’s name shows that her death still 

has a considerable presence in the present. The Irish News holds up Farrell as a “cultural sign” (Butler, 2004: 

902) for Republicanism. Like the street murals of Republican freedom fighters (Alison, 2004), Farrell  is an 

important motivating symbol of Republicanism (Bloom et al., 2011). She is a propaganda icon to incite 

Nationalism, because “Republicanism was not and can never be a spectator sport” (Unattributed, 2012o). 

Farrell’s iconography is an example of the practice of Nationalism; on one hand, she is an icon of agentive 

freedom fighting because she earned her stripes in prison and died whilst on active service, but on the other 

hand, she is a victim (of the British state’s brutality and unfairness), thus her agency is collapsed. Farrell’s 

‘symbolhood’ is a site where her agency as a PIRA volunteer is distorted by being turned into an image of female 

violability. Furthermore, memory is mediated, that is, the news media is a resource of memory (Hoskins, 2011). 

The representations of Farrell constitute how she is remembered, thus by referring to her as a victim, this erodes 

her memory as an agential member of the PIRA. 

 Furthermore, Farrell and other female ex-combatants are given sympathy for their hardship in prison, 

“[o]pinion- story of women prisoners can’t be told often enough”; “women political prisoners”; “former political 

prisoner Síle Darragh”; “hunger-strikers”; and “[t]he British government had ended political status and the battle 

lines were drawn for a five-year-long protest to preserve the republican dignity and integrity of IRA women 

political prisoners” (Gibney, 2011b: 17). Relatedly, The Irish News’s coverage of Farrell post-conflict does not 

differ from how she was portrayed during her death. She was either depicted neutrally, “[t]hree IRA members” 

(Graham, 1988: 1); “IRA woman” (Campbell, 1988: 1) and “Mairead and her two colleagues” (Curry, 1988: 1); or 

positively as a volunteer rather than a terrorist, “executions of IRA volunteers…unarmed” (Graham and Press 
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Association, 1988: 1). Moreover, Farrell, McCann and Savage are portrayed as victims, “[t]hree unarmed Irish 

citizens” and “shooting dead of three unarmed Irish people in circumstances where it appears from reports that 

they could have been arrested” (Graham and Buggy, 1988: 1). In addition, Father Murray is quoted, “she was 

barbarously assassinated by a gunman as she walked in public on a sunny afternoon” (Curry, 1988: 1). This 

sympathetic interpretation of the events on Gibraltar signifies The Irish News’s Nationalist ideology and the 

naming tactic neutralises the notion of Farrell as a terrorist to simply an Irish citizen. 

 The past and the associated legacy disputes colour intensely the articles as Northern Ireland is a society 

obsessed with the past. The past is used to accommodate and explain the present, “frames of meaning from the 

past continue to structure interpretations of contemporary socio-political developments” (Lawther, 2013: 163). 

The predominance of the Troubles in the news media is profitable- not only in monetary sense but as a currency 

which is familiar to all readers.  There has not been a clean-cut demarcation between the conflict and peace, 

rather the tendrils of conflict have infiltrated post-conflict Northern Ireland, and in fact form the basis of peace 

through the heavy presence of former combatants in the political and local spheres. Agents in the conflict are 

visible in everyday life and in newspapers as the conflict and peace are still extremely present in contemporary 

speech. Stories about the Troubles are newsworthy as conflict has a news value which is seen to boost 

readership, thus papers pander to their audience, and audiences engage with these stories through letters. 

  One of the reasons that the past is so important in contemporary Northern Irish society is that 

elements remain unresolved, such as the murder of Jean McConville and the Omagh bomb. People who have 

been affected by the violence are vocal about wanting answers and punishment for the accused. In addition, 

actors of the conflict remain in full view and are a constant reminder of the past. Moreover, residual violence 

from the Troubles in the form of Loyalist and dissident Republican activity keeps the low-level threat of ethno-

national conflict present. The consociationalism of Stormont regulates the legacy of the Troubles because the 

intention is to prevent the renewed outbreak of ethnic conflict by ensuring equality at the expense of efficiency. 

However, consociationalism keeps the threat of renewed violence alive by constantly reminding voters of the 

two ethnic blocs. 

 It appears that the newspapers cannot celebrate any good work performed by the ex-combatants, thus 

the readers must be reminded of past crimes and the women themselves must be grounded in their criminal 

past in the texts. Consequently, the ex-combatants cannot move out of their past, and their representation is 

framed in the past activity and former criminal role. The purpose of this framing is to act as a reminder and 
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identifier to readers. Moreover, for younger readers who may not have been born during the Troubles, this 

framing positions the ex-combatant in the past, and educates the reader in this person’s criminal activity, for 

example, Martina Anderson is not simply a politician, but a convicted criminal who served a prison sentence. Ex-

combatants are not able to break out of this framing to be seen as focusing on current events, as all their work 

is overshadowed by their past. This framing brings the Troubles into contemporary society and may feed the 

flames of conflict in a literary or physical sense. The journalists are not misspeaking as the ex-combatants’ pasts 

did happen. However, to reference them so frequently as context does have a political impact.  

 The continual references to the conflict can be seen as examples of war journalism. The use of war 

journalism can preclude society from moving on from the conflict if it is constantly kept alive in the news media. 

This panders to the readership as readers are accustomed to seeing ex-combatants in terms of their ethnic blocs, 

thus these frames are familiar and easily understood.  

 As the Troubles was predominantly depicted as the fight against terrorism, the fact that these 

‘terrorists’ are now legitimate members of government poses an uncomfortable problem for the news media. 

5.3.4  Summary 

To conclude on the theme of the past in the present, it was hypothesised that the Unionist newspapers would 

characterise the female ex-combatants as negative, and the Nationalist newspapers as positive due to bias. This 

has been observed to be the case in the Unionist newspapers, but the majority of Nationalist articles are neutral. 

Moreover, the tonal difference in the newspapers is emblematic in the vocabulary chosen, which semiotic 

analysis demystified. The explicit predicates of the newspapers attribute positive connotations in the Nationalist 

newspapers, where the female ex-combatants are characterised using the signs “PoW” or “internee”; whereas 

in the Unionist newspapers, predicational strategies evaluate the women as negative, as they are known by the 

signs “IRA killer” and “terrorist”. How a journalist names an individual affects how the reader views them. 

Similarly, by naming and labelling an individual, this gives an indication about the newspaper’s ideology. For 

example, if an ex-combatant is named as “terrorist/former terrorist” one could understand that the newspaper 

does not want the reader to sympathise with the woman as reference to terrorism is negative. The newspaper 

articles are not balanced or neutral, but, through their choice of words present a judgement on the female ex-

combatants and convey this judgement to their readers. 
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 Correspondingly, naming a person also identifies the social group to which this individual belongs. This 

can be either accurate or misleading, as by naming a woman as a member of a paramilitary group, does not 

consider her individual agency or choice in being part of the organisation. In addition, naming indicates how the 

journalist/newspaper perceives them and the relationship between them (Richardson, 2007: 49). A leading 

characterisation gives away judgement and evaluation on the part of the journalist/newspaper. The term 

‘terrorist’ is a politically charged word which reveals the negative judgement of the newspaper. The decisions 

about using the word ‘terrorist’, and its meanings, are subjective. Sinn Féin vehemently deny that their actions 

were terrorism but instead, Adams states (in relation to the late McGuinness) that “Martin McGuiness never 

went to war, the war came to him. It came to his streets, it came to this city, it came to his community” 

(Fitzgerald, 2017). 

 The findings from this theme, that the past features heavily in the present and serves to frame former 

combatants in the context of past crimes, supports Shirlow and McEvoy’s research, 

[f]or some commentators, the primary attention given to former prisoners appears to either evoke past 
acts of violence or assume that the conspicuous involvement of some in contemporary aspects of 
thuggery is emblematic of the behaviour of the entire former prisoner community…perpetual negative 
labelling undermines a more reasonable consideration of both individuals and groups of former 
prisoners. Evidently, unconstructive stereotyping significantly undersells importance of former 
prisoners in sustaining and indeed nourishing the peace process…(2008: 1). 

It seems that the past is repurposed to discredit the female ex-combatants in their new roles, and this past is 

more newsworthy than the present in Northern Ireland. Female ex-combatants were part of the conflict and 

need to be part of the peace, however, their participation is undermined by depictions of criminality and being 

branded ‘victim-makers’. Moreover, stories about the past garner interest in Northern Irish newspapers because 

perpetrators and victims are popular topics. The trope of the perpetrator (or villain) and the innocent victim is 

an easily discernible and well-known story device and journalists often declared to be storytellers providing the 

first draft of history. This trope is looked at in more detail in the second theme of the perpetrator and victim 

couplet.  

5.4 PERPETRATOR AND VICTIM COUPLET 

Another overarching theme was that of victim. Although the articles were gathered using words which pertained 

to general terms for female ex-combatants, and searches for specific women, through close reading of the text, 
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it was apparent that victims featured heavily in the newspaper articles. Thus, although the searches were looking 

for articles about female ex-combatants (who could be construed as agents of the conflict), the results showed 

that they were often paired with the victims of that conflict. The oppositional pairing sets perpetrators up 

against victims, which precludes the former from being seen in a positive light. The prevalence of victims in the 

articles was supported by word frequency queries. The queries were useful to quantify the number of sources, 

references and counts of a particular word (and its stems). For example, the term ‘victim’ was searched and this 

returned the number of times the word occurred, and how many sources it was in.  

 To illustrate how prevalent victims are in the newspaper articles, the word frequency queries at tables 

43 and 44 in the Appendix show that words pertaining to victimhood are the highest ranking words overall. In 

the stemmed words word frequency query (Table 43 in Appendix), there are explicit mentions of victimhood in 

‘murder’ (second), ‘victims’ (sixth), ‘Travers’ (eighth), ‘kills’ (tenth), ‘attacks’ (eleventh) and ‘bombs’ (thirteenth). 

However, words which implicitly connote victims, such as ‘IRA’, which killed the most people over the course of 

the Troubles, is number one in both stemmed words and exact matches frequency queries. Similarly, in the word 

frequency query for stemmed words, ‘Prices’ is second, which refers to the Price sisters, who created victims 

when they bombed the Old Bailey. ‘Mary’ is third, and this means both Mary McArdle and Mary Travers; the 

former made the latter a victim by being involved in her murder.  

 For each newspaper, the ranking of ‘victim’ in the word frequency query is illustrated in the below 

table: 

 

Table 12 'Victim' Word Ranking 

Newspaper Rank Count 

Belfast Telegraph 8th 1123 

Londonderry Sentinel 88th  10 

News Letter 3rd 555 

Derry Journal 39th  34 

The Irish News 7th 782 
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The rhetoric of victimhood is different in the regions of Northern Ireland. The Belfast newspapers (Belfast 

Telegraph, News Letter and The Irish News) have a stronger fixation on victims, than the Derry/Londonderry 

newspapers (Derry Journal and Londonderry Sentinel). 

 Word frequency queries are useful for exact word counting, however, victimhood may still be conveyed 

in the article without using the word victim or its stems. For example, Jean McConville’s murder may be 

mentioned, and here she is a victim, however the actual word victim may not be used. Thus, manual coding 

where the text is read by the researcher is a nuanced method of collecting all the articles which refer to victims, 

without mentioning the exact word ‘victim’. The articles which mentioned victimhood were coded at the node 

‘victim’, and the results are in the table below:  

 

Table 13 Victim Nodes 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper Victim Nodes Percentage 

Belfast Telegraph 1147 49.33 

Londonderry Sentinel 34 16.92 

News Letter 322 50.71 

Unionist Total 1503 47.55 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 189 35.66 

The Irish News 988 59.48 

Nationalist Total 1177 53.72 

All Newspapers Total 2680 50.07 

 

The findings show that victimhood is a prevalent theme in both Nationalist and Unionist newspapers, and 

overall, this theme is mentioned in 50.07 per cent of articles. These articles are about female ex-combatants, 

but the quantitative analysis of victim-related stories implies that the women are paired with victims. The 

qualitative analysis confirms this dualism, and this is described through vignettes, the first of which is Mary 

McArdle and Mary Travers. 
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5.4.1 Vignette: Mary McArdle 

The appointment of McArdle in 2011 caused the murder of Travers in 1984 to resurface in contemporary 

Northern Ireland’s newspapers. A word frequency query (stemmed words) shows the prevalence of the Travers’ 

murder in the McArdle articles from all the newspapers (the first 20 words are included). 

 

Table 14 McArdle Word Frequency All Newspapers 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 

Mary 4 1460 5.41 mary, 'mary 

Mcardle 7 1298 4.81 
mcardle, mcardle', 'mcardle, 

'mcardle', mcardles 

travers' 8 1279 4.74 traver, travers, travers' 

Murders 7 865 3.21 

murder, murder', 'murder, 'murder', 
murdered, murderer, murderer', 

murderers, murderers', murdering, 
murderous, 'murderous', murders 

victims' 8 621 2.30 
victim, victim', 'victim', victims, 

victims', victims'' 

Ira 3 612 2.27 ira, ira' 

anne' 5 472 1.75 ann, ann', 'ann, 'ann', anne' 

Advising 8 442 1.64 
advise, advised, adviser', 'adviser', 

advisers, advisers', advising 

Convictions 11 430 1.59 
convict, convicted, conviction, 

convictions, convicts 

Chuilin 7 402 1.49 chuilin, chuilin' 

Killings 8 313 1.16 kill, 'kill, killed, killing, killings 

Prisoners 9 309 1.15 
prisoner, prisoner', prisoners, 
prisoners', prisoners'', prisons, 

prisons' 

1984 4 245 0.91 1984 

Peaceful 8 237 0.88 peace, 'peace, peaceful 

Controversy 11 231 0.86 
controversial, controversially, 

controversies, controversy 

Shot 4 207 0.77 shot, shot' 

Killer 6 167 0.62 killer, killers 

Mass 4 164 0.61 mass, masse 
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Conflict 8 159 0.59 conflict, conflicting, conflicts 

Attack 6 147 0.54 attack, attacked, attacking, attacks 

 

The results from the word frequency query for all the articles mentioning McArdle show ‘Mary’ and ‘McArdle’ 

as the first and second results. ‘Travers’ is the third result, with ‘murder’ being fourth and ‘victim’ being fifth. In 

the tree map of the results (Figure 6 in Appendix), it shows that the ‘Mary’ mostly refers to Mary Travers, not 

Mary McArdle. This indicates that the number one item in the articles about McArdle is not herself, but rather 

the victim Mary Travers, whose murder she was implicated in. Furthermore, the word cloud (Figure 7 in 

Appendix) visualises the dominance of Mary Travers in the articles about McArdle. 

 For McArdle, her appointment as a Special Adviser is linked with her involvement in the Travers’s 

murder. When mentioning McArdle, 85.02 per cent of the articles mention the Travers family (‘Travers murder’ 

node). It appears that when the perpetrator is mentioned, so too is the victim, and vice versa. McArdle is cast 

only as the murderer of Mary Travers, and this characterisation overrules any new representation of her role as 

an adviser, through the regular depiction as an “IRA killer” (Jackson, 2011: 10). The semiotic analysis of the sign 

“killer” denotes someone who has killed another person, and the connotative signified association of a killer is 

negative. Although connotations are polysemic, especially in dichotomous societies like Northern Ireland, 

“killer” connotes condemnation across the divide, and this is evident in that 86.96 per cent in the Nationalist-

leaning The Irish News characterise McArdle negatively (the tones can be seen in Table 19 in this chapter). This 

persistent portrayal casts in stone McArdle’s past crime and does not allow her to move beyond this definition 

which truncates any potential for contributing to Northern Irish society in a visible manner. Other politicians 

such as McCann, Ní Chuilín and Anderson were involved in paramilitary activity, yet they do not receive the same 

vitriol as McArdle. This is due to McArdle’s crime being particularly horrendous as her target was illegitimate. 

Mary Travers was a non-combatant (fellow) Roman Catholic exiting Mass on a Sunday. Travers spoke Gaelic and 

was a beloved primary school teacher with a flawless reputation who was adored by the community. There was 

no justification for this murder as Travers was innocent both by not being implicated in the Troubles, but also as 

she was a virginal young woman who was cherished by her young students. 

 As mentioned in the vignette on McArdle in the first theme, 75.36 per cent of the articles about McArdle 

are coded at the nodes ‘appointment of ex-combatants’, ‘past conviction’ and ‘Travers murder’ simultaneously 

(Table 6). Here, the link between the appointment of McArdle has recalled the Travers murder and thus 



 168 

besmirches the event with the atrocities of the past. The appointment is condemned by association with the 

past crime. Even if McArdle were to bring valuable experience and insight in her role, the past event overrides 

any potential for beneficial work in contemporary society. Mary Travers is a ‘perfect’ victim for the newspapers 

to draw upon as she was a wholly innocent female casualty with no affiliation to paramilitary groups, thus her 

murder is easily identifiable as unjustifiable, and McArdle can be reviled wholesale. Ann Travers, Mary Travers’s 

sister is quoted and referenced regularly in the articles pertaining to McArdle. The Irish News even goes as far 

as to blame Ann Travers’s miscarriage on the appointment of McArdle because of the resultant grief and stress 

which ensued, “Ms Travers said that while she could not entirely blame the McArdle controversy ‘it did not 

help’” (Robinson, 2011: 6). The private tragedy is politicised and made public in order to further vilify McArdle. 

 McArdle’s appointment is doomed from the beginning because the events of the past ride roughshod 

over any good which could come of involving ex-combatants in government. Although McArdle was involved in 

Mary Travers’s murder by hiding the murder weapons, she did not physically pull the trigger, however she is 

treated as more than an accessory to the crime. 

 McArdle is characterised as a killer in 26.09 per cent of the articles about her. This is illustrated in the 

titles: “Stormont Moves to Block Killers from Advisor Roles” (McBride, 2013); “From Convicted Killer to 

Ministerial Advisor” (O'Hara, 2011a: 4); “Convicted Killer to Leave Role as Special SF [Sinn Féin] Adviser” 

(Simpson, 2012b: 6). Even when the word frequencies are split by newspaper, words relating to her appointment 

and the Travers murder are the highest ranking. 

 A word frequency query (stemmed words) for each newspaper, shows the most common words used 

in the articles about McArdle. The first newspaper is the Belfast Telegraph. 
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Table 15 Belfast Telegraph McArdle Word Frequency Query 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 

Mary 4 946 5.63 mary, 'mary 

mcardle 7 812 4.83 mcardle, mcardle', 'mcardle 

Travers 7 735 4.38 travers, travers' 

murders 7 474 2.82 
murder, murdered, murderer, murderer', 

murderers, murdering, murderous, 
'murderous', murders 

Ira 3 347 2.07 ira, ira' 

victims' 8 308 1.83 victim, victim', victims, victims', victims'' 

anne' 5 286 1.70 ann, ann', 'ann, 'ann', anne' 

chuilin 7 261 1.55 chuilin, chuilin' 

convicted 9 236 1.40 convicted, conviction, convictions 

advising 8 192 1.14 
advise, advised, adviser', 'adviser', advisers, 

advisers', advising 

killings 8 165 0.98 kill, 'kill, killed, killing, killings 

peaceful 8 158 0.94 peace, 'peace, peaceful 

prisoners 9 157 0.93 
prisoner, prisoner', prisoners, prisoners', 

prisoners'' 

1984 4 146 0.87 1984 

shot 4 140 0.83 shot, shot' 

controversy 11 139 0.83 
controversial, controversially, controversies, 

controversy 

killer 6 113 0.67 killer, killers 

mass 4 107 0.64 mass 

attack 6 90 0.54 attack, attacked, attacking, attacks 

troubles 8 82 0.49 trouble, troubled, troubles 

 

In the Belfast Telegraph the Travers murder features highly. This past viewpoint consumes the articles about 

McArdle and does not allow her to be written about without the pairing of the Travers victims. 
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Table 16 Londonderry Sentinel McArdle Word Frequency Query 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 

advisers 8 5 4.20 advise, advisers 

mcardle 7 5 4.20 mcardle 

bombing 7 4 3.36 bomb, bombing 

convicted 9 4 3.36 convicted, conviction 

mary 4 4 3.36 mary 

sentinel 8 4 3.36 sentinel 

living 6 3 2.52 living 

republicans 11 3 2.52 republicans 

1985 4 2 1.68 1985 

90k 3 2 1.68 90k 

brún 4 2 1.68 brún 

controversy 11 2 1.68 controversy 

dfp 3 2 1.68 dfp 

inls 4 2 1.68 inls 

ira 3 2 1.68 ira 

jailed 6 2 1.68 jailed 

mullan 6 2 1.68 mullan 

prisoners 9 2 1.68 prisoners 

36k 3 1 0.84 36k 

422 3 1 0.84 422 

 

In the Londonderry Sentinel, there are only two articles about McArdle, thus a robust conclusion cannot be 

drawn from such a small sample. However, from these articles the word “convicted” occurs four times, and this 

refers to her conviction in the Travers’s murder.  
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Table 17 News Letter McArdle Word Frequency Query 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 

travers' 8 138 6.02 traver, travers, travers' 

victims 7 137 5.97 victim, victim', victims, victims' 

mary 4 124 5.41 mary 

murder 6 101 4.40 
murder, murder', murdered, murderer, 

murderers, murderers', murdering, murderous, 
murders 

mcardle 7 88 3.84 mcardle 

ann 3 79 3.45 ann 

ira 3 74 3.23 ira 

advisers 8 51 2.22 advised, advisers, advisers' 

convicted 9 49 2.14 convicted, conviction, convictions, convicts 

prisoners 9 45 1.96 prisoner, prisoners, prisoners' 

killing 7 22 0.96 kill, killed, killing, killings 

shot 4 22 0.96 shot 

1984 4 21 0.92 1984 

conflict 8 21 0.92 conflict 

chuilin 7 19 0.83 chuilin 

criminal 8 19 0.83 criminal, criminals 

terrorist 9 19 0.83 terrorist, terrorist', terrorists 

troubles 8 18 0.78 trouble, troubles 

peace 5 17 0.74 peace, peaceful 

attack 6 16 0.70 attack, attacks 

 

In the News Letter, the articles about McArdle feature the Travers family and the murder more frequently than 

McArdle herself. This shows victim and past-focused outlooks which undercut any notion of McArdle being seen 

favourably, or as an ex-combatant attempting to use her time to do good in post-conflict Northern Ireland. 
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Table 18 The Irish News McArdle Word Frequency Query 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 

travers 7 406 5.23 travers, travers' 

mcardle 7 393 5.06 mcardle, 'mcardle', mcardles 

mary 4 386 4.97 Mary 

murders 7 289 3.72 
murder, 'murder, 'murder', murdered, 

murderer, murderers, murdering, murderous, 
murders 

advising 8 194 2.50 
advise, advised, 'adviser', advisers, advisers', 

advising 

ira 3 189 2.43 ira 

victims' 8 176 2.27 victim, 'victim', victims, victims' 

convictions 11 141 1.82 convict, convicted, conviction, convictions 

killing 7 125 1.61 kill, killed, killing, killings 

chuilin 7 122 1.57 chuilin 

ann 3 107 1.38 ann, 'ann 

prisoners 9 105 1.35 
prisoner, prisoners, prisoners', prisons, 

prisons' 

1984 4 78 1.00 1984 

controversy 11 74 0.95 
controversial, controversially, controversies, 

controversy 

peaceful 8 62 0.80 peace, 'peace, peaceful 

conflict 8 59 0.76 conflict, conflicts 

truth 5 49 0.63 truth, truth', truthful 

death 5 48 0.62 death, death', deaths 

shot 4 45 0.58 shot 

jailed 6 44 0.57 jail, jailed, jails 

 

Similarly, in The Irish News, McArdle is surpassed by the Travers murder. Even in the Nationalist newspaper, 

McArdle is still paired with her past crime. 
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 From the word frequency tables for each of the newspapers, it is observed that McArdle is paired with 

the Travers victim and murder. This oppositional positioning overshadows any future for her as a worthwhile 

Special Adviser as she is framed as a killer and victim-maker. Even though McArdle has served time in prison for 

this crime she has not atoned for the murder in the eyes of the news media, thus she is continually paired with 

her victim, Mary Travers. Moreover, the wholesale condemnation of McArdle is blatant in the disapproving tone 

of the articles as the majority of them are coded as negative across all the newspapers, as outlined in the below 

table: 

 

Table 19 McArdle Tones 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper 
Number 

of 
Articles 

Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage Positive Percentage 

Belfast 
Telegraph 

238 231 97.06 6 2.52 1 0.42 

Londonderry 
Sentinel 

2 2 100 0 0 0 0 

News Letter 36 36 100 0 0 0 0 

Unionist Total 276 269 97.46 6 2.17 1 0.36 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

The Irish News 138 120 86.96 9 6.52 9 6.52 

Nationalist 
Total 

138 120 86.96 9 6.52 9 6.52 

McArdle Total 414 389 93.96 15 3.62 10 2.42 

 

Even though McArdle is a Republican and The Irish News is Nationalist, her coverage is unfavourable. As 

previously stated, this could be because Mary Travers was a Gaelic-speaking Roman Catholic coming out of Mass 

on a Sunday. She was a non-combatant teacher loved by the community, thus there was no justification for her 

murder. Hence, her murder could not be rationalised as justifiable or as collateral of war. Her death cannot be 

interpreted in any other way other than as wrong. McArdle makes for titillating fodder for the news media 

because the story is so black and white and easily understood by readers. 
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 Some examples of McArdle’s negative coverage include the comparison of her appointment as on a par 

with a paedophile being given a position of importance within the government, in the Belfast Telegraph, 

[h]ow dare killers blame victims for threatening peace…It really is very simple. If a paedophile with a 
criminal record (or without one) was appointed as a Special Adviser (or Spad) to a government minister, 
the difficulties of that would be easily visible (Unattributed, 2013f: 25). 

This extreme example highlights the controversy around the suggestion she can be a Special Adviser. The case 

of a paedophile is one of the worst evaluations which can be given as it is indiscriminately condemned by society. 

This shows the bitterness which with McArdle is viewed by the public.  

 Another example focuses on the outrage about former paramilitary prisoners having high powered and 

high paid jobs. The negative articles take umbrage with ex-combatants being given government posts because 

they are seen as being rewarded with large salaries funded by the taxpayer despite being former terrorists and 

murderers. Also, McArdle was unelected, and was given her post by her fellow prison-mate. In the News Letter 

it says, 

[v]ictims of IRA violence have given up enough to allow peace to move on. They have had to face the 
difficulty of seeing terrorists released early from prison. They have to watch as former terrorists enjoy 
the privileges and authority of sitting in government, in some instances being aided by well-paid special 
advisors with well-documented terrorist histories (Unattributed, 2013e). 

Furthermore, Serena Hamilton whose off-duty soldier father was shot by the IRA in 1977 is quoted: 

[t]hey should not have high-powered jobs…Our loved ones are not here to have high-powered jobs- 
£80,000 to £90,000 a year they are getting paid for these jobs. My father is lying six foot under and has 
been for 36 years, and we have lost out in every aspect of life- they have got a high-powered job, they 
are being glorified and they are being rewarded for what they have done…(Unattributed, 2013z). 

The modality of “should” indicates certainty, which has a stronger effect on news consumers’ beliefs about 

female ex-combatants in Special Adviser roles. 

 Additionally, in the Belfast Telegraph: “[f]ollowing a pay rise last year, special advisers are eligible to 

earn salaries of up to £90,000…the overall costs could be up to £1.4m” (McAdam, 2012: 2). Likewise in The Irish 

News: “[t]he party [Sinn Féin] has also refused to say what pension Mary McArdle…is entitled to” (Manley, 

2013c: 5). Plus, “taxpayer-funded salaries higher than assembly members…paid up to £82,531 a year- more than 

assembly members and as much as ministers…appointments…as rewards for loyal activism” (Unattributed, 

2013q: 4); and “taxpayer-funded salaries higher than assembly members…rewards for loyal party activism” 

(Archer, 2011b: 4). The use of the trope of money is crass but a sure-fire way of creating rage and attracting 

readers, as money is relevant to most people. The message from the newspapers is that as taxpayers, the readers 

should be aggrieved that their tax money is used to line the pockets of convicted criminals. No one is pleased by 
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how much politicians earn, and even less by the high salaries that “unelected terrorist cronies” (Meredith, 2013: 

29) earn. By adding the dimension of being a former prisoner serving a sentence for murder and being appointed 

through nepotism rather than going through an interview and application process, this creates a cocktail for 

disdain and indignation. Readers are reminded of the injustice of criminals being given opportunities of which 

victims cannot avail. 

 To conclude on the vignette of McArdle, her involvement in the murder of Mary Travers transgresses 

the social values attributed to women, such as, caregiver and nurturer. The articles about her are moralistic, 

which is an indication of the continuing force of gender ideology. It would be interesting to observe if the news 

media are as judgemental in relation to male ex-combatants who participated in murderous acts. 

 Having discussed the couplet of McArdle and Travers, Eibhlin Glenholmes is now analysed in order to 

illustrate the oppositional pairing of perpetrator and victim. 

5.4.2 Vignette: Eibhlin Glenholmes 

Eibhlin Glenholmes is a Republican who was wanted by the police for a range of IRA terrorist offences. In the 

1980s she was linked to the IRA campaign in Great Britain and was wanted on nine warrants (including murder). 

She was once labelled Britain’s ‘most wanted’. However, in Dublin the Irish Court deemed these warrants 

defective and Glenholmes was released and went on the run in Europe. She returned to Northern Ireland during 

the peace process (Rowan, 2012a). Glenholmes has no convictions and was appointed as a member of the 

Victims’ and Survivors’ Forum. The Victims and Survivors (Northern Ireland) Order 2006 defines a victim as 

someone who is or has been physically or psychologically injured as a result of or in consequence of a 
conflict-related incident; someone who provides a substantial amount of care on a regular basis for an 
individual mentioned…; someone who has been bereaved as a result of or in consequence of a conflict-
related incident (Commission for Victims and Survivors Act (Northern Ireland), 2008). 

Glenholmes’s appointment sparked outrage as some saw it as giving a perpetrator of violent political conflict a 

role dealing with the victims of that conflict. By observing from a distance, this appointment could be construed 

as highly insensitive. However, on closer examination, it can be argued that Glenholmes is also a victim in her 

own right, as she was attacked by Loyalists aged sixteen. This is echoed in, “Mr Kavanagh asserts that he is a 

victim himself- his 18-year-old brother Albert was shot dead by the RUC in 1972 in disputed circumstances” 

(Manley, 2013d: 16). In Northern Ireland, the definition of victim is an extremely charged subject (Baumann, 

2010) because some perpetrators of political violence consider themselves victims to the same degree as non-
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combatants, as they deem themselves victims of state terrorism (Unattributed, 2014c). This “multiple 

victimhood” (Brewer, 2010) clashes with the gradient of victimhood which puts non-affiliated non-combatants 

at the top of the victim chart as the worthiest, with former combatants being farther down the spectrum 

(Rolston, 2000). Due to the “contestable claims to the coveted mantle of victimhood” (Clarke, 2012a: 35) the 

label of victimhood appears to be arbitrary in Northern Ireland. The controversial issue is even scrutinised in The 

Irish News articles: “Analysis- Definition of Victim Contentious Issue” (Rusk, 2012a: 16); and, Mark Durkan is 

quoted, “parties…continue to oppose any meaningful attempts to address the past or engage in arguments 

about who should be classified as victims” (Archer, 2011a: 10). The debate of victimhood is fuelled in part by 

the celebrity status awarded to victims in the news media. This fame is created by the news media, and 

dependent on the press for continuation. However, the root of who can legitimately call themselves a victim 

(Brewer and Hayes, 2011; Lawther, 2013) lies in the different memories, ideologies, realities and narratives of 

the Troubles, which are discussed in greater detail in the Peace Journalism section. 

 Although Glenholmes was a victim of Loyalist violence, “there are those who will always define her in 

the war story” (Rowan, 2012a) and she is described as “Terror Suspect Glenholmes” (Rowan, 2012c: 10); and 

“Fury as IRA Atrocity Suspect” (Rowan, 2012b: 6) in titles. The coverage of Glenholmes is paired with victimhood, 

which can be seen in the word frequency (stemmed words) table below: 

 

Table 20 Glenholmes Word Frequency Query All Newspapers 

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 

victims'' 9 240 6.51 
victim, victim', victims, victims', victims'', 

'victims, 'victims' 

Ira 3 154 4.18 ira, ira' 

glenholmes 10 145 3.93 glenholmes, glenholmes' 

eibhlin 7 68 1.84 Eibhlin 

peace 5 61 1.65 peace, 'peace, 'peace' 

murder 6 55 1.49 
murder, murdered, murderers, murdering, 

murderous, murders 

bombing 7 51 1.38 bomb, bombing, bombings, bombs 

survivors 9 51 1.38 survivor, survivors, survivors' 

republicans 11 49 1.33 Republicans 
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attack 6 42 1.14 attack, attacked, attacking, attacks 

terrorists 10 41 1.11 terrorist, terrorists, terrorists', 'terrorists 

justice 7 40 1.09 justice, justice' 

conflict 8 38 1.03 Conflict 

killings 8 38 1.03 killed, killing, killings 

War 3 31 0.84 war, 'war'' 

prisoners 9 31 0.84 prisoner, prisoners, prisoners' 

reported 8 31 0.84 reported, reporter, reporting, reports 

Shot 4 30 0.81 shot, shots 

Dead 4 26 0.71 dead, deadly 

troubles 8 25 0.68 troubles, troubles' 

 

The word frequency query for all the articles about Glenholmes results in ‘victim’ and its stems being ranked 

number one. Although there are only 55 articles about Glenholmes, the word ‘victim’ and its stems occur 240 

times which is 6.51 per cent weighted percentage. 

 The tones of the articles are as follows: 

 

Table 21 Glenholmes Tones 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper 
Number 

of 
Articles 

Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage Positive Percentage 

Belfast Telegraph 35 25 71.43 5 14.29 5 14.29 

Londonderry 
Sentinel 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

News Letter 5 4 80 1 20 0 0 

Unionist Total 40 29 72.5 6 15 5 12.5 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 2 0 0 2 100 0 0 

The Irish News 13 0 0 4 30.77 9 69.23 

Nationalist Total 15 0 0 6 40 9 60 

Glenholmes Total 55 29 52.73 12 21.82 14 25.45 
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In the Belfast Telegraph, Glenholmes is mostly described negatively and referred to as a terrorist. Glenholmes 

‘the terrorist’ is paired with Anne Travers ‘the victim’, “‘[i]t'll be hard for me to speak to her’; sister of IRA victim 

to sit on Victims’ Forum with terror suspect Glenholmes” (Rowan, 2012c: 10); and, “[v]ictims post for IRA most 

wanted; Glenholmes to serve on panel” (Rowan, 2012d: 1). Extreme vocabulary is used to describe Glenholmes: 

[f]ury as IRA atrocity suspect who topped UK's ‘most wanted’ list is appointed to victims’ forum; TUV 
leader Mr Allister said it was outrageous that Glenholmes had been appointed. He said: “I’m utterly 
disgusted that someone who was a representative of the victim-makers is on this forum. I think it's a 
monstrous appointment. “To think that the (once) most wanted woman in the United Kingdom can 
now parade herself on what’s called a victims’ forum is a gross insult to the innocent victims. The 
organisation which she was long associated with made those people victims. “I’m disgusted that a 
person of that ilk could be put on to a body such as this, which is there to represent the victims and 
needs of innocent victims (Rowan, 2012b: 6). 

Glenholmes “the victim-maker” is coupled with innocent victims in the articles to highlight the significance of a 

perpetrator being involved with those who were made victims by terrorists. She is denied the right to self-

identify as a victim herself- this is the newspaper cultivating the notion that former combatants do not have a 

legitimate claim over victimhood. However, it may also be residual sexism in the news media, as women are 

generally unable to present themselves through self-determination. 

 In the News Letter, Glenholmes’s coverage is all negative, “terrorists are attempting to turn the 

reconciliation process into a vehicle for rewriting history to justify their violence”, and “they will seek to use the 

forum to portray themselves as victims rather than victim-makers” (Kane, 2012). The article refers to ex-

combatants trying to reinterpret the Troubles in order to cast themselves as victims. There is more than one 

version of history, and perhaps this re-examination would qualify former combatants as victims. Victimhood is 

not a finite concept, however there is outrage when former combatants attempt to have themselves seen in a 

different light. The “exclusive conception of ‘innocent’ victimhood” (Lawther, 2013: 176) is resigned for those 

who have not participated in political violence in any way. This innocence is the moral crux and defining 

characteristic of traditional victimhood, thus when perpetrator and victim coincide, the morality is undermined 

and victims can no longer be perceived as moralistic bastions (Brewer and Hayes, 2011). The label of victim is a 

fiercely guarded title and a strict list of qualities must be attested to in order for one to be entitled to be a victim. 

These qualities must be verified and corroborated to be proven true, however the verifier and corroborator 

depends on community background. This all contributes to the dispute over the polemic of victimhood in 

Northern Ireland.  
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 The title of another article in the News Letter declares, “Absolutely Ridiculous Appointment Blasted”; 

the text reads, “[t]hey seem to dig into the deepest depths to find the most offensive people to put in these 

positions. You have to wonder if they do it for badness”; “deep disgust”; and “how much more must we endure 

from a political settlement which is built on the principles of appeasement and equation as opposed to the 

principles of truth and justice?” (Unattributed, 2012a). Here Glenholmes’s appointment is characterised as 

distasteful and abhorrent to victims- however only a certain type of victim is classified as innocent. In the 

following article unworthy and worthy victims are juxtaposed: “most wanted IRA suspect in Britain has been 

chosen to sit on a new forum which represents the views of terrorist victims in Northern Ireland”, and “the 

appointment of such high-profile appointees ‘clearly distracts’ from the forum’s vital work and could potentially 

deter ‘innocent victims’ from engaging”. Glenholmes is not seen as legitimate due to her time in the IRA, instead, 

“Glenholmes is clearly associated with the victim-makers and remains unrepentant about their actions” 

(Unattributed, 2012b: emphasis added).  

 In contrast, in The Irish News, Glenholmes’s coverage is mostly positive with no negative articles. She 

is described as a victim of Loyalist violence, “[s]he has been shot at by loyalists so under the definition of victim- 

someone who has been injured in this way would be- yes” (Rusk, 2012b: 16); and again,  

“[w]hen she was sixteen, Ms Glensholmes [sic] was shot at by a loyalist gunman, whose weapon 
jammed as he attempted to pull the trigger again. That experience defines her as a victim, regardless 
of any IRA involvement” (Rusk, 2012a).  

Glenholmes’s experience of being targeted is not reported in the News Letter or the Belfast Telegraph as this 

could legitimise her right to be considered a victim, and thus she would be entitled to the sympathy due to 

victims. As The Irish News has a Nationalist stance, it was expected that it would be more sympathetic to 

Glenholmes’s stake on victimhood.  

 In the Derry Journal, it is reported that she would be in attendance at a “discussion on the barriers faced 

by ex-prisoners in society” (Unattributed, 2013e). As the Derry Journal is Nationalist as well, the coverage of 

Glenholmes is favourable (note the use of “ex-prisoner” rather than terrorist) and the focus appears to be on 

ex-combatants progressing with their lives. However, there are only two articles about Glenholmes so the only 

definite conclusion is that she and her appointment are not considered as newsworthy in the west as in the east. 

Moreover, the Londonderry Sentinel had no articles about her. 

 The final vignette on the couplet of perpetrator and victim is that of Dolours Price. 
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5.4.3 Vignette: Dolours Price 

Price created victims during the bombing of the Old Bailey, however the specific victim with whom she is linked 

is Jean McConville. McConville was a widow and mother of ten who was abducted by the IRA and murdered in 

December 1972. The organisation accused her of being an informer for the British Army which was untrue 

(McKendry, 2000). On 27th August 2003 McConville’s body was found by walkers on Shelling Hill beach in Co 

Louth. Price’s part in McConville’s murder involved driving her from Belfast to Dundalk and getting her fish and 

chips and cigarettes on the way (Manley, 2013b: 10). Price did not partake in the actual killing of McConville 

(from the information available).  

 Below is the word frequency table for Price across all the newspapers. 

 

Table 22 Price Word Frequency Query All Newspapers  

Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 

Ira 3 1398 6.02 ira, ira', iras 

Price 5 964 4.15 price, price', prices 

boston 6 906 3.90 boston, 'boston 

interviews 10 902 3.89 
interviewed, interviewer, interviewers, 

interviewing, interviews, interviews' 

tapes' 6 889 3.83 tape, tape', taped, tapes, tapes' 

mcconville 10 816 3.52 
mcconville, mcconville', mcconvilles, 

mcconvilles' 

murder 6 717 3.09 
murder, murder', murdered, murderer, 

murdering, murders 

dolours 7 531 2.29 dolours, dolours', 'dolours 

jean 4 430 1.85 jean, jean', 'jean 

death 5 318 1.37 death, deaths 

killings 8 279 1.20 kill, killed, killing, killing', killings 

1972 4 247 1.06 1972 

victims' 8 227 0.98 victim, victim', victims, victims' 

justice 7 218 0.94 justice, 'justice' 
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troubles' 9 213 0.92 
trouble, troubled, troubles, troubles', 

'troubles' 

paramilitary 12 199 0.86 paramilitaries, paramilitary 

bomber 6 174 0.75 bomber, 'bomber', bombers 

bombs 5 168 0.72 
bomb, bomb', bombed, bombing, bombings, 

bombs 

republicans 11 168 0.72 republicanism, republicans, republicans' 

detectives 10 159 0.69 detective, detectives, detectives' 

 

The word frequency table shows that ‘IRA’ is the number one word, and as Price was a member of the group 

this is not unexpected. It shows that her paramilitary past is the framework in which she is portrayed. Next, is 

her name ‘Price’. The words ‘Boston’, ‘interviews’ and ‘tapes’ all follow and refer to the Boston College project. 

The next highest ranked word is ‘McConville’ with 816 mentions. After this is ‘murder’ with 717 mentions. The 

Boston College tapes are connected to McConville’s murder as this was how Price revealed her involvement and 

Adams’s commanding role. The table below shows how prevalent the McConville murder is in the articles about 

Price in all the newspapers. 

 

Table 23 Price 'McConville' Node 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper Number of Articles ‘McConville Murder’ Node Percentage 

Belfast Telegraph 138 96 69.57 

Londonderry Sentinel 1 0 0 

News Letter 75 67 89.33 

Unionist Total 214 163 76.12 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 0 0 0 

The Irish News 124 76 61.29 

Nationalist Total 124 76 61.29 

All Articles Price 338 239 70.71 
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The newspapers from Derry/Londonderry do not contain any mentions of McConville, and only one article on 

Price. As previously mentioned, it would appear Price is not a high priority for the newspapers from the west. 

 What follows is the table displaying Price’s characterisation in each newspaper. 

 

Table 24 Price Tones 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper 
Number 

of 
Articles 

Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage Positive Percentage 

Belfast Telegraph 138 133 96.38 5 3.62 0 0 

Londonderry 
Sentinel 

1 0 0 0 0 1 100 

News Letter 75 75 100 0 0 0 0 

Unionist Total 214 208 97.2 5 2.34 1 0.47 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

The Irish News 124 7 5.65 94 75.81 23 18.55 

Nationalist Total 124 7 5.65 94 75.81 23 18.55 

Price Total 338 215 63.61 99 29.29 24 7.1 

 

In the Belfast Telegraph, Price is depicted as “a notorious and very active member of the IRA who admits driving 

the unfortunate Jean McConville to her appointment with death” (Simpson, 2012a: 30); and, “former IRA 

bomber Dolours Price described how Mr Adams ordered her to ferry captives, including Belfast mother-of-10 

Jean McConville, across the border to be murdered” (Sheahan, 2012: 8). And again, “IRA’’s [sic] murder of 

mother-of-10 Jean McConville” (Sheahan and Hogan, 2012: 12). McConville is the innocent victim who is to be 

pitied (as is her family), and this is further exemplified by the heavy-handed approach to McConville’s traditional 

gender role as a mother. Price can only be characterised negatively next to a murdered mother-of-ten. 

 In the News Letter, Price is represented in a negative tone. She is named as one of the women who 

dragged McConville from her home. McConville’s daughter Helen McKendry is quoted, “[t]he twins, who were 

only six at the time were clinging to her, screaming to the women to let her go but they took her anyway” 

(Rainey, 2015). The image of a mother being dragged away from her young shrieking children by other women 

evokes the idea of barbarity and unnatural femininity, thus Price can only be seen in a negative light. 
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 In contrast, Price receives mostly neutral representation in The Irish News. She is lauded for helping the 

commission which was set up in 1999 to search for the ‘disappeared’, “formerly a senior IRA member in west 

Belfast, [Price] has taken the decision to contact the commission. This can only be regarded as a significant and 

positive development” (Unattributed, 2010b: 10). Moreover, the headline on page 1 of The Irish News states, 

“Dolours Price’s Trauma Over IRA Disappeared” (Morris, 2010b: 1). This portrays how Price is suffering from 

post-traumatic stress syndrome. The title sets the tone of article, to persuade the reader to sympathise with this 

ex-combatant who is suffering with mental illness due to her part in the disappearance of victims and her lengthy 

incarceration. In addition, Price is depicted as being at the mercy of Adams, “at all times acting on the orders of 

her ‘officer commanding’, Gerry Adams” (Morris, 2010a: 3). By deflecting culpability from herself to Adams, 

Price’s representation leans towards absolving her of responsibility and casting Adams as the instigator. In these 

articles, Price is not quoted directly, however, Adams is, “I reject entirely any allegations made by Dolours Price” 

(Morris, 2010b: 1). In The Irish News, what is bizarre is that although Price is known by her past bombing of the 

Old Bailey and her name is frequently preceded by “Old Bailey Bomber”, yet this does not cast a shadow over 

her in the rest of the article, and she is portrayed neutrally for the most part. Even when Price is reported as 

giving her testimony about the murder about McConville, she is not vilified. As previously stated, Price’s role in 

McConville’s murder is similar to McArdle, who was implicated in the murder of Mary Travers but who did not 

pull the trigger, only hid the guns in her surgical stockings: “Mary McArdle helped pull the trigger but who loaded 

the gun?” (McKavanagh, 2011: 20). These two women, are both Republican IRA members, both involved in the 

murder of innocent non-combatant women, yet one receives ferocious coverage and the other is reported 

neutrally. Price was an accomplice in a woman’s murder, like McArdle, yet she is not denigrated. Instead Adams 

is vilified and treated as responsible for McConville’s murder, as Price has alleged. Ivor Bell is also given negative 

coverage for his part in McConville’s murder, yet Price does not receive wholesale condemnation for the 

abduction and murder of a widowed mother. McConville is a pitiful victim- her husband is dead, she is a lone 

mother with ten children living in an impoverished area of Belfast, yet Price is not held responsible, “[s]omebody 

instructed that Dolours Price drive that vehicle across the border and somebody instructed that what happened 

took place” (Manley, 2013a: 1). In the newspaper, the culpability does not lie with Price the actor, but with the 

organiser. One article quotes Helen McKendry, “[w]hy did they not arrest Dolours Price who took my mother to 

Co Louth? I hope Adams is questioned” (Henderson, 2013: 7). Bell and Adams are both reported as being 

implicated by Price, yet she is not treated as though she has implicated herself. 
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 With relation to Joe Lynskey, the first person to be ‘disappeared’ by the IRA, “Old Bailey bomber Dolours 

Price also contacted The Irish News to say she had collected Mr Lynskey from a house in west Belfast and drove 

him to Monaghan” (Unattributed, 2015c: 10). It may be because Price came forward to The Irish News that she 

is being given if not favourable, at least neutral coverage in the newspaper, 

Price gave an interview to the paper in which she said she had driven Mr Lynskey from a house in the 
St James’ area of west Belfast to Co Monaghan where she handed him over to a local unit of the IRA 
(Morris, 2013b: 3). 

  Out of 124 articles, only seven are negative. Price revealed that she had information on Seamus Wright 

who was one of the IRA’s ‘disappeared’. A member of Wright’s family, Breige Wright said,  

if Ms Price was involved in a ‘self-serving exercise driven by a personal vendetta’ the family ‘want no 
part’ of it but if she is speaking the truth they ‘have some questions for her’. ‘When Seamus’s case, and 
that of others, was first brought into the public domain in 1999 did she respond to the calls by the IRA 
and others to provide information?...Why has she waited until now to comment on Seamus’s case? 
(Connolly, 2010: 5). 

Price has waited until quite late in the day to come forward with information about people who were abducted 

and killed by the IRA, thus she is portrayed negatively. Price’s tardy decision to offer up information may have 

been due to the timing of the Boston College project, and her nearing the end of her life and wanting to make 

amends. 

  In a story, there is the subject and object, and in the newspaper article there is a perpetrator and a 

victim. This neat narrative device sets up the tragic story. The word ‘victim’ denotes innocence and virtue, this 

is foregrounded with Mary Travers and McConville. Their images are easily recognisable due to the pervasive 

news media production, they are the perfect image of the pure victim- in Mary Travers’s case she is a devout 

young teacher with an untarnished reputation; and McConville is a widowed mother of ten children living in 

poverty. Women’s sexuality can be used to undermine their legitimacy as victims (so-called victim-blaming), 

however both women have immaculate sexual histories (Mary Travers is a virginal young woman and McConville 

was widowed and her children were all born within wedlock). Thus, they cannot be besmirched in the news 

media. These victims fit into the existing cultural systems of representation of the ‘good woman’, whereas the 

female ex-combatants do not. Therefore, as Mary Travers and McConville occupy the role of the object or victim, 

the ex-combatant is the subject or perpetrator. A story cannot have a victim without the subject who created 

the victim, thus the female ex-combatant is framed within the perpetrator and victim couplet. The media 

(including television and film) have created the dichotomy of the good woman and the bad one, 



 185 

[t]hese polar opposites are often juxtaposed against each other to dramatize differences in the 
consequences that befall good and bad women. Good women are pretty, deferential, and focused on 
home, family and caring for others. Subordinate to men, they are usually cast as victims, angels, 
martyrs, and loyal wives and helpmates…the other image of women the media offer us is the evil sister 
of the good homebody [sic] Versions of this image are the witch, bitch, whore, or nonwoman, who is 
represented as hard, cold, aggressive-all [sic] of the things a good woman is not supposed to be (Wood, 
1994: 33). 

Mary Travers and McConville are both victims and traditional feminine women, whereas the female ex-

combatants occupied non-traditional roles in paramilitary groups. For example, Mary Travers was “beautiful, 

kind and gentle…a fresh-faced, pretty young woman” (Savage, 2014). And, 

[s]he never got the opportunity to marry or have children of her own. She would have been a fantastic 
mum because she was a wonderful big sister to us when we were growing up…Mary adored her Primary 
Three class of boys…I think they all loved her as well. She was known as Miss…she must have had an 
impact on them (Unattributed, 2013aa).  

Mary Travers is described in typical gendered feminine terms to emphasise the injustice of her murder. This 

juxtaposition in the narrative acts as a neat story device to educate readers about who good and bad women 

are. 

5.4.4  Summary 

In the newspaper articles, the vocabulary of representation is coloured by the victimhood framework due to the 

marketability and relevance of victims in the news media landscape. This is shown by the high ranking of the 

word ‘victim’ in the articles. The claim to victimhood appears as a bargaining chip in the news coverage of the 

peace process. 

 Victims such as Mary Travers have been canonised and their deaths act as caveats for the past and 

arbitrators of the future as Northern Irish society cannot move on without addressing the issues of its victims. 

In Northern Ireland, perpetrators and victims are at the centre of the peace process and they are inextricably 

linked by association. The couplet of perpetrator and victim is blatant in the news media, as when an ex-

combatant is featured, her history in paramilitary organisations is referenced and whom was affected is always 

mentioned. The currency of victimhood dominates the news media representation of female ex-combatants, 

whether this is as victim-makers or as victims themselves. The oppositional pairing of victim and perpetrator 

tethers the latter to the image of criminality. 

 Having covered the perpetrator-victim narrative, the gendered news media is now discussed. 
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5.5 GENDER REPRESENTATION  

The concept of gender is a social construction, and the news media play a significant role in that construction. 

For example, a front page article in the Daily Mail, covering a meeting between the two most powerful women 

politicians in Britain- Nicola Sturgeon, the First Minister of Scotland, and the UK Prime Minister Teresa May- to 

discuss the potential break-up of the UK, used the headline to compare their legs: “Never Mind Brexit, Who Won 

Legs-it!” (Vine, 2017). The prominent human rights lawyer Amal Clooney was headlined in relation to her visible 

pregnancy and clothes, “Amal Clooney’s Baby Bump Steals Spotlight from her Genocide Speech at UN” (Scott, 

2017); and, “Working Mum-to-be Pregnant Amal Clooney Shows off a Small Baby Bump in Clinging Black Suit 

and Yellow Dress on Trips to the UN in New York” (Allcock, 2017). However, with both of these stories there was 

public backlash from other media outlets, the public and politicians. It is puzzling why the news media continue 

to peddle these tired and false constructions when it appears that society does not want them. Are the 

newspapers relying on the older generation who were exposed to more blatant sexist stereotypes rather than 

providing nuanced and enlightened stories for a younger generation? These flagrant examples of sexism provoke 

criticism; however, the day-to-day subtle instances do not draw as much attention. This research interrogates 

cases of understated gendered representation, which enables awareness of insidious and routine sexism which 

may slip beneath people’s radars because of its naturalised indoctrination. Awareness helps to increase 

consciousness of “how language contributes to the domination of some people by others, because 

consciousness is the first step towards emancipation” (Fairclough, 2001: 2). Plus, critical discourse analysis 

functions to pinpoint these naturalised representations and demystify the power of patriarchal ideology within 

discourse (Lazar, 2005). It is important to identify gendered constructions in the news media, because 

“gendering has tangible effects” (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 55). The effects are limiting individuals’ 

opportunities by presenting the world in a gendered social order. Thus, the gendered representation of female 

ex-combatants affects all women; in how they see themselves, and how others see them.   

 The gendered constructions used to analyse the data have been laid out in the second literature review, 

but to summarise, the frames of traditional gender roles, the terrorist framework (Talbot, 2001; Toles Parkin, 

2004; Nacos, 2005; Melzer, 2009; Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007; Bloom, 2011a; 2011b; Bloom et al., 2011; Gentry, 

2011; Stack, 2011; Yarchi, 2014; Laster and Frez, 2015), direct speech and gender and peace-building (Ruddick, 

1990; Duncanson, 2016) have influenced the analysis. 
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 To begin, motherhood is a trope which is utilised to represent women and it is present in the newspaper 

articles, “50-year-old mother Rose Lynch” (Brady, 2013: 10); Angela Nelson is “[t]he mother-of-four [who] is a 

former internee” (Simpson, 2012d: 5); and Jennifer McCann is portrayed as “married mother of three” 

(Unattributed, 2012q). Motherhood appears to be a vital identifier for these women. It would be interesting to 

know how many children Martin McGuinness or Gerry Adams have. 

 The tradition of women depending on men for their identity is present when the female ex-combatants 

are introduced in connection with their husbands. This is seen with Dolours Price who is presented as the actor 

Stephen Rea’s former wife (Unattributed, 2013b) and Anderson is introduced as Paul Kavanagh’s wife 

(Unattributed, 2015e),  “convicted killer Mr Kavanagh and his wife, Sinn Féin MEP [Member of the European 

Parliament] Martina Anderson” (Unattributed, 2013q: 4)and they are known as “Bomber Couple” (Unattributed, 

2011o: 5). 

 Gill (2007: 115) highlights that a consistent finding in research is that news about women focuses on 

their physical appeal. In the Northern Irish news media, there are several heavy-handed approaches to gendered 

discourse, but generally the newspapers in Northern Ireland deal with female ex-combatants more subtly. 

Across all the Northern Irish newspapers there were 818 articles containing gendered material, this amounts to 

15.28 per cent of the articles (Table 40 in Appendix). A few examples of the gendered discourse follow. 

O’Doherty’s article in the Belfast Telegraph describing election posters is misogynist. Here Anderson is 

disparaged as being  

in need of a bit of a makeover here…she could definitely use a new haircut to soften her face, as this 
one is a bit too severe. Indeed, if this was my school headmistress, I’d be terrified. The grimace look 
isn’t appealing- she just looks intimidating and unapproachable. If only the photographer had asked her 
for a smile, or even the ghost of a smile, it would have made all the difference…she echoes the Joan 
Collins power suit look. She’s not smiling and I always think a smile gives a more friendly look 
(O'Doherty, 2014: 31-33). 

Anderson is being derided for looking masculine and powerful, therefore fulfilling the role of the formidable and 

undesirable ‘Trunchbull’ figure. The suggestion of a smile as an improvement indicates that if she were to look 

more feminine then she would be more attractive, and perhaps more successful in the election. By emulating 

so-called masculine traits of a straight face and suit, Anderson is depicted as damaging her chances of being 

elected. However, by becoming more feminine through smiling and a softer haircut, the article is advocating 

that females act and appear as feminine in order to please the electorate. Talbot (2001) avers that female 
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combatants are often referred to as masculine in the media, and this is relevant to female ex-combatants as 

well. 

 In addition, Anderson is referred to as the “Beauty Queen Bomber” (Unattributed, 2012m: 12) (which 

references her past political violence); “Sinn Féin’s new beauty queen. It turns out Martina Anderson is not the 

only former beauty queen in Sinn Féin’s assembly candidate list”  (Diana's Diary, 2011: 20); “[t]he British tabloids 

called her the ‘Beauty Queen Bomber’” (Unattributed, 2012m: 12); and “Barbie Doll” with eyeliner that is too 

heavy and ridiculous fake tan in the article titled “Bomber Turned Babe” (Unattributed, 2011b: 22). Here she is 

praised for her allure and described as the poster girl for Sinn Féin recruitment. Anderson’s presence is 

attributed only as a ‘glamour puss’ acting as a beacon to potential new candidates rather than as a politician in 

her own right. This focus on her appearance as her only worthwhile feature undermines any aspect of political 

acumen or activity and distils her purpose down to mere ‘arm-candy’. The result of this is that she is seen as a 

flat character included only to bring panache as the ‘Dusty Springfield’ consort. Here, the journalist is not 

reporting accurately on Anderson’s capabilities, but rather reinforcing gender clichés (Nacos, 2005) and gender 

stereotypes (Norris, 1997a), which influence the support of the justification of the social inequality between 

men and women in society (Rollero, 2013). The focus on appearance is clear in: “[b]londe-haired Lynch was one 

of his two killers” (Brady, 2013: 10). Here the most compelling identifier of Rose Lynch is the colour of her hair. 

Furthermore, the novelty (Enloe, 1993) of Lynch is emblematic in “Hitwoman” in the title, and “[a] female 

assassin…[who] was part of a terrorist hit team” (Brady, 2013: 10). The female ex-combatants are not simply 

former members of a paramilitary organisation, but female ex-combatants, thus they are fetishised (Bloom, 

2011a).  Their gender marks their identity (Sjoberg, 2007: 83). Furthermore, Dugdale is characterised as, “British 

Heiress Who Became an IRA bomber…heiress who gave up debutante balls…this most unlikely terrorist (Hilliard, 

2012: 22). She is trivialised because of her affluent background. 

 In addition, sexualised imagery is used to represent the female ex-combatants, as Anderson is “Bomber 

Turned Babe” (Unattributed, 2011b: 22). Rosa McLaughlin (a former IRA spy) is named the “IRA Mata Hari girl” 

(McAleese, 2013: 4-5). Rosena Brown is also characterised this way: “IRA Mata Hari, and the RUC Officer Seduced 

into a Honey Trap”. The language used to describe her is sexualised: “seduced”; “[s]eductive: Rosena Brown”. 

Furthermore, she is portrayed as sexually deviant, “honey trap”; “blackmail, political argument and seduction” 

(how Rosena Brown won John Christopher Hanna’s [prison officer] confidence). Then her apparent hyper-

sexuality is denigrated as being too old, “she was old enough to be my mother” (Clarke, 2011: 22). O’Doherty 
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writes, “honey trap women who lured soldiers to their deaths on the promise of sex” (2013: 33). The sexuality 

frame reduces the female combatant’s behaviour down to the whore narrative of sexual deviance where this is 

used to explain non-conforming behaviour (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 46). Similarly, Anderson is sexualised in 

an article about her wedding that reports that her marriage “was not consummated until seven years later”, and 

that she was scared of spiders (Unattributed, 2012m: 12). This personal information undercuts any sort of 

credibility that she could have as a MEP. 

 Morris’s article about the Price sisters reports on Dolours Price: “[t]he fledgling republican leadership 

embraced this new attractive, well-spoken and university-educated breed of articulate IRA member” (Morris, 

2010d: 4). Marian Price is also mentioned, “she managed to talk her way through a British army checkpoint after 

being stopped in a car packed with explosives because she was wearing a mini-skirt” (Morris, 2010d: 4). The 

sexualisation of Dolours Price foregrounds her gender and denies her agency (Talbot, 2001; Sjoberg and Gentry, 

2007). Morris’s article contradicts itself, for on one hand, it purports to convey that Dolours Price was every bit 

as brutal as the male IRA volunteers, “she earned herself a reputation as a ruthless IRA member” (Morris, 2010d: 

4). Here is evidence of what Nacos calls the “tough-as-males/tougher-than-men” frame where women must 

prove themselves by being crueller, more lethal and more violent than their male counterparts (2005: 444). Plus, 

Morris lists her accolades as a leader of bombing teams and a close confidante of Adams, “who was privy to the 

most secret of information” (Morris, 2010d: 4). She did not want to “bandage IRA men’s wounds- she wanted 

to be a fighting soldier” (Morris, 2010d: 4) (interestingly, Morris is characterising Dolours Price as a hardcore 

fighter, however in another article she is portrayed as at the mercy of Adams, “at all times acting on the orders 

of her ‘officer commanding’” [2010a: 3]). On the other hand, Morris undercuts any assertion of gender equality 

as tired gender tropes are utilised to characterise the Price sisters. Morris twice characterises Dolours Price in 

the diminutive “middle-class college girl”, “grammar-educated schoolgirl” (2010d: 4). This shows that Melzer’s 

research on female terrorists in the news media, which declares that diminutive terms such as ‘girls’ are used to 

describe and dismiss female terrorists during conflict, spills over into the post-conflict period for female ex-

combatants. Melzer avers that the use of the diminutive infantilises women and presents them as immature and 

easily led ‘girls’ rather than self-assured women, and “this emphasizes a general tendency to frame women as 

(political) minors” (2009: 46). This is prevalent in Northern Irish news media during the Troubles as well as in the 

post-conflict period. For example, in the case of Farrell, she is also infantilised in the news media. The ‘Gibraltar 

Killings’, as they were known, were covered in Northern Ireland’s newspapers and in the Belfast Telegraph, 
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Farrell is referred to as a school girl: “Grammar School Girl Devoted Her Life to Republicanism” (McCartan and 

Flanagan, 1988: 1). Bizarrely, after all that Farrell has been through- imprisonment, dirty protest, hunger strike, 

military action in the IRA, it is her school life which is referenced. The headline of schoolgirl may make one think 

of a 14-year-old in a uniform, but Farrell is 31 years old at this time. School girl denotes a minor who is not 

responsible for her actions. The title sets the tone of the article which affects the mood and provides an 

additional source of meaning. This lessens the potential for polysemous readings of the article and reinforces 

the preferred reading (Hall, 2003). The title prepares the reader for a message and guides the reader towards 

the dominant reading. This excludes the potential for different interpretations (White, 2012: 29). In the article, 

she is described as having so much promise as she passed her 11 plus and got into Rathmore Grammar School 

where she achieved high marks in her O-levels. The “bright grammar school girl” story is written as a whimsical 

tragedy which constructs Farrell as a child with no agency of her own. Similarly, when Farrell was in prison she 

was portrayed as a “mother and sister to the girls in the jail”, and the female prisoners were all characterised as 

‘girls’, “[s]he was a generous companion to all the girls. They suffered a lot” (Curry, 1988: 1). Here Farrell is seen 

to be undertaking the traditional ‘mother hen’ role as dictated by her gender identity. Interestingly, it is Father 

Murray whose gendered statements are quoted. A priest is a symbol of patriarchal society and an authority 

figure as in the Roman Catholic faith only males can be priests. In addition, infantilising Farrell, along with the 

other inmates, reduces their responsibility for their actions, whereas she was third in command of the IRA 

Council. Moreover, McArdle is referred to as a “19 year old girl” (Unattributed, 1984: 1) and “19 year old girl 

dressed in white” (Curry, 1984: 1) whereas one becomes an adult at eighteen.  

 Age is socially significant as one’s age dictates the differential allocation of rights and power. 

Disempowerment is caused by ascribing a childlike status to an adult, as infantilisation bolsters power disparities 

(Thompson and Campling, 2011). In addition, the article declares that Farrell only became involved in the IRA 

due to her friends’ male family members being accosted by security forces. Her mother is quoted as saying that 

Farrell was “strongly affected by different girl’s fathers and brothers being arrested” (McCartan and Flanagan, 

1988: 1). The background used to explain her motivation denies political agency (Gentry, 2011; Stack, 2011; 

Yarchi, 2014) and avers that it must have been men’s experiences which spurred her to join the IRA. 

 Returning to post-conflict news coverage, another trope of female terrorists during conflict was that of 

an unnatural woman. This is not largely present in the Northern Irish newspapers, the only reference akin to this 

frame was when McArdle and Glenholmes’s respective appointments were called monstrous. TUV leader 
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McAllister described the appointment of Ms Glenholmes as “monstrous” (Unattributed, 2012b), and there is a 

reference to McArdle as being a monster, because of the monstrous act of murder.  

I was reminded of that letter again this week, following the row over DUP MLA Jim Wells' ' remarks to 
Sinn Féin Culture Minister Carál Ní Chuilín, and her then special adviser, Mary McArdle. Ms Ní Chuilín 
claimed that Mr Wells spoke to her in an “angry, venomous and intimidating” manner. Some weeks 
later Ms McArdle alleged that Mr Wells said "there's the murderer herself “as he passed her in a 
Stormont corridor, a remark that she considered a verbal assault. Mr Wells said that he did not call Ms 
McArdle a murderer, but used the phrase “monster adviser” (Meredith, 2012: 29). 

Sjoberg and Gentry’s (2007) “mother, monster, whore” paradigm is applicable here as McArdle is called a 

monster. McArdle has destabilised establish gender norms, and she has been demonised (Bloom, 2011a) and 

dehumanised (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007) for it. It would be interesting to know if male ex-combatants were 

demonised to the extent that McArdle has been, in the press. 

 Although the unfavourable gendered portrayals in these articles pay homage to misogyny and sexism, 

they are greatly outnumbered by the rest of the articles which do not entertain such outdated and insulting 

views. This result was unexpected, as the previous literature appeared to propose that the gender bias is 

extremely prevalent. However, where gendered representation did prevail was in the characterisation of 

McConville. Her murder and her family background are consistently quoted, as though she were a stock 

character in a play,  

37-year-old widow and mother of 10, was dragged screaming from her children in the Divis flats in west 
Belfast in 1972 by a gang of up to 12 men and women after being wrongly accused of informing to the 
security forces (Hutton, 2015). 

This constant reminder that McConville was a mother of ten is like an extension of her name as she is known no 

other way. The motherhood imagery makes McConville a flat character in the story, but it adds extra levels of 

pity to her murder than if she were just a single woman without dependents. Her status as a mother is politicised 

to further an agenda to elevate her victimhood and further denigrate her murderers. This is parallel to Ann 

Travers, who is known as “a mother-of-five” (Archer, 2011a: 10). This defining characteristic is unrelated to the 

story about McArdle’s appointment as a Special Adviser, but she appears more sympathetic to the reader. 

 In summary, some of the frames from the terrorist framework were present: gender stereotypes and 

traditional gender roles (Nacos, 2005); the masculine appearance (Talbot, 2001) of Anderson; the iconography 

(Bloom et al., 2011), and propaganda of Farrell; the fetishisation of female ex-combatants who were portrayed 

as out of the ordinary (Bloom, 2011a); the use of the diminutive ‘girls’ to refer to adult women (Melzer, 2009); 

sexualisation imagery (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007) and appearance; monster vocabulary used for McArdle and 
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Glenholmes (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007); and the female ex-combatant who was more ruthless than her male 

counterparts. The victim frame is also present, but not in the same context of the female ex-combatant being 

forced to join the IRA against her will; rather she is cast (in Nationalist newspapers) as a victim of the British 

state. The frames of failed mother, revenge and the lovesick woman were absent from the data. 

 Nevertheless, only 15.28 per cent of articles are gendered, but this should be 0 per cent. However, this 

number was lower than expected, this may be due to the androcentric newsroom gaining more women, better 

journalism which does not rely on lazy stereotypes and less sexism due to education and training. On one hand, 

there is evidence of professional journalism when it comes to depicting women, but possibly residual sexism 

with the number of articles. This will only be discovered once a comparison is made between male and female 

ex-combatants and peace-building. However, a simple search in Nexis for ‘Martin McGuinness’ from 1st January 

2009 to 31st December 2015 in the Belfast Telegraph and The Irish News revealed over 3000 results, the News 

Letter provided 2083, the Derry Journal 560 and the Londonderry Sentinel 188. This was more than any of the 

individual female ex-combatants. Therefore, it would appear that female ex-combatants are underrepresented 

in comparison to their male counterparts. This lower visibility of women socially constructs a reality which is 

misleading because it implies that women are less important than men. As news articles are journalists telling 

stories about the world, the sexism which is pervasive in literature is applicable, “[f]emale characters don’t sell; 

we often hear this repeated by those who work in media and publishing” (Cavallo and Favilli, 2017).  

 The theme of the gendered representation of female ex-combatants is broken down into two sub-

themes, direct speech and women and peace. The first is dealt with next. 

5.5.1 Direct Speech 

The more nuanced examples of sexism in the newspapers articles are manifested in the low level of direct speech 

of the female ex-combatants. The articles where female ex-combatants were quoted directly was 22.65 per cent 

(Table 39 in Appendix). Although there are articles about female ex-combatants, their lack of self-representation 

through direct speech creates an absent presence. Carroll and Schreiber (1997: 145) state that the issue with 

news media coverage of female politicians is what is omitted, not what is included. In this case, the low amount 

of direct speech may be due to the news media being a public domain, and women traditionally being associated 

with the private sphere. The marginalisation of female voices renders women invisible and contributes to their 
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“symbolic annihilation” (Tuchman, 1979: 533). Hartley (1982) states that the news is about men, and this is clear 

in the articles about female ex-combatants. Although the articles are about the female ex-combatants, due to 

the low level of direct speech, the overwhelming result is that these women are spoken about, rather than 

speaking for themselves. Holland declares that women have fewer chances to speak than men (1996: 196-197). 

Carter et al. (1998b) states that journalists rely on men as sources. As women are outnumbered by men in 

Stormont, this means that male opinions are sought over women’s as more men are in positions of power, 

“[w]omen are expelled from the imagery of the news just as they are expelled from those areas of public life 

from which the news is derived” (Holland, 1996: 198). Female ex-combatants may be underrepresented in the 

news media as they are underrepresented in positions of power.  

 In the news media and public life important issues are voiced by men, whereas women are cited when 

there is a non-controversial issue, such as the environment, Anderson is quoted, “I congratulate our Minister, 

Michelle O’Neill in achieving key objectives for our farmers in the north of Ireland” (Unattributed, 2013c). 

Moreover, Breige Brownlee is quoted, “[i]t’s a good thing nobody was injured” (Unattributed, 2010e: 2). It 

appears as if they are trotted out as mouthpieces or for tokenism, rather than as significant figures with 

something meaningful to add. Men are drawn upon to comment on events of note, namely legacy issues.  

 The controversial figure of McArdle is quoted in only three articles. Her appointment as a Special 

Adviser produced a lot of negative headlines and was the story of the moment, yet her own voice does not 

feature prominently. It is reported that she gave an interview to the Anderstown News and this is repeated in 

The Irish News in two articles.  

In an interview Ms McArdle gave to the Anderstown News last week she said the murder was a “tragic 
mistake” and “I regret it happened. If I were to begin to describe the specific context of conflict I would 
be accused of trying to justify her death, and I have no wish to do that” (Connolly, 2011: 9). 

The special adviser to Sinn Féin culture minister Carál Ní Chuilín broke her silence on the controversy 
in an interview published in a newspaper yesterday…She said she felt she had to speak out because “so 
much has been said this past week about me, my past and my recent appointment” (Archer, 2011c: 4). 

Also, McArdle names herself a prisoner of war,  

I fully accept my responsibility for my role in that conflict…I served 14 years as a POW. I understand the 
hurt out there. I come from and live within a community which has suffered much as a result of the 
conflict (Henry, 2011: 10). 

These articles are the only ones where McArdle is able to represent herself substantially, and this amounts to 

three out of the 414 articles about her, which is 0.72 per cent. In fourteen other articles, the extract of “tragic 

mistake” from her interview with the Anderstown News is repeated or uttered by others, which makes up 3.38 
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per cent of the articles. Thus, in 4.11 per cent of the articles about McArdle her words are directly quoted or 

spoken by others, which results in 95.89 per cent of the articles about McArdle where her own voice is not 

articulated. In the majority of newspaper coverage, she does not represent herself but is presented through the 

lens of journalism and others’ voices. It appears that she does not speak for herself, or perhaps she does but this 

has not been reported.  

 When agents are quoted directly, this denotes an authority figure and connotes importance, where 

their speech does not require reinterpretation, rather they have the authority to be heard as they are. 

 Relatedly, the transitivity of “tragic mistake” and “I regret it happened” (Connolly, 2011: emphasis 

added) lessens McArdle’s accountability, and thus culpability for Mary Travers’s murder. She does not say that 

she regrets her active participation in the event, but rather she regrets the event itself. By saying “it happened”, 

it alludes to the idea of Mary Travers’s death happening of its own accord, rather than as the consequence of 

an actor’s actions. This could be interpreted as deflecting blame by attributing the murder on circumstance and 

the context of the Troubles rather than a consequence of her actions. The lack of a direct apology does not help 

her image in the eyes of victims. Moreover, the report from Sinn Féin’s press office is quoted in The Irish News, 

“[t]he killing of Mary Travers was wrong” (Archer, 2011a: 10), this nominalisation removes the agent, thus 

leaving her murderer as ambiguous, which diminishes responsibility. 

 The next sub-theme is that of women and peace which is covered below. 

5.5.2 Women and Peace 

As this PhD examines how female ex-combatants engaging in peace-building are portrayed in the news media, 

there was an expectation that articles would be numerous as there is a perceived connection between women 

and peace (Ruddick, 1990). However, the tradition of associating women and peace is not present. This is in 

contrast to previous research that the researcher has carried out on newspaper portrayals of women and peace 

in Northern Ireland, where women are lauded as natural peace-builders due to biology or social conditioning 

(McFeeters, 2014), for example, one article states: “[t]he role of women in peace building and reconciliation is 

maybe seen as more successful than men because there is no testosterone blinkering proceedings” (Blacker, 

2011: 20). Although the female ex-combatants are still women, it appears that they no longer are perceived as 

being peaceful by nature. Their past activity in paramilitary organisations, which is a traditionally masculine 
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sphere, has truncated them from occupying the traditional feminine role as peace-builder. Moreover, the 

proliferation of articles which mention their past convictions and roles in paramilitary groups acts to further 

distance these women from peace. 

  The node “former combatant and peace” is in 232 newspaper articles which is 4.33 per cent of the 

articles about female ex-combatants (Table 37 in Appendix). Although this is a small number, which reveals that 

female ex-combatants and peace-building rank low on the news agenda, there is recognition (albeit scarce) that 

ex-combatants are needed for a successful peace process, through their legitimacy and credibility which help 

the peace to gain traction within communities. In the case of McArdle, McGuinness defends her appointment in 

the Belfast Telegraph: 

[t]he deputy first minister said ex-prisoners “who have shown their bona fides in supporting this peace 
process and standing up to those who wish to plunge us back have a critical role to play” (Unattributed, 
2011j: 14). 

In addition, Ní Chuilín is quoted in the Belfast Telegraph,  

Mary and I are both former political prisoners. We, along with many others, played a role in bringing 
people to the peace process. We are a result of the conflict and need to be part of the future  (Beacom 
and Mulgrew, 2011: 28). 

A backhanded comment in the News Letter quotes Ann Travers,  

I know that ex-prisoners have played a huge role in the peace process but this is ironic because we 
shouldn’t have ever needed a peace process because people shouldn’t have been murdered 
(Unattributed, 2013x). 

In The Irish News, Morris defends prisoner releases because “[m]any went on to become advocates for peace” 

(2010c: 16). Additionally, Gibney opines,  

[f]ormer prisoners helped create and sustain the peace process. They are entitled to benefit from it. 
They should be legally recognised as full and equal members of society like everyone else (2015: 21). 

Research has shown that former combatants have made positive contributions to peace (Brewer et al., 2013); 

and that,  

[m]uch of the ‘heavy lifting’ in conflict transformation…in highly polarised communities which have 
been most affected by violence in Northern Ireland, has in face been undertaken by former combatants 
and former prisoners. It is they who have played a fundamental role in embedding the peace process 
(Shirlow and McEvoy, 2008: 5). 

Ex-combatants’ roles in the peace process are acknowledged in the articles, however this positive and future-

focused outlook is greatly outnumbered by negative articles which communicate stories about the past, such 

as, “Troubles Victims Stories: Ann Travers” (Unattributed, 2013y) and “Adviser Regrets Murder but Refuses to 

Say Sorry; Killing has Come Back to Haunt Sinn Féin: Victim's Sister” (Henry, 2011: 10). Shirlow and McEvoy 
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report that participants (in their research) believed that negative stereotyping and unfavourable representation 

in the news media destabilised the peace process (2008: 103-104). This research provides evidence of the 

derogatory treatment that female ex-combatants receive in the news media. For example, the Belfast Telegraph 

characterises former combatants as “terrorists…dying terrorist…dying bomber…terrorist incidents…terrorist 

atrocity: the Omagh bombing” (Little, 2015: 29-30). The News Letter writes, “convicted IRA killer” and “convicted 

murderer” McArdle (Unattributed, 2013z). Even The Irish News is negative about McArdle and Paul Kavanagh, 

“two former IRA members with murder convictions” and “convicted killers occupying the posts” (Unattributed, 

2013q: 4). 

 Moreover, there seems to be distaste when they are given high profile positions due to the sensitivity 

of victims and their families. Ann Travers had asked, “[s]he [Mary McArdle] can surely still contribute to your 

party’s [Sinn Féin] peace process, but just not in such a high-profile post” (McAdam, 2011: 28). Yet, Shirlow and 

McEvoy note that, 

the lack of visibility of former prisoners in the delivery of peace in the jurisdiction, particularly on the 
ground in communities most affected by violence, is a significant deficit in understanding the transition 
from conflict (2008: 1). 

Thus, on one hand peace needs to be seen to be believed, and ex-combatants must be reported on in order for 

people to perceive their involvement and understand their inclusion in peace-building; and on the other hand, 

the sight of former combatants occupying well-paid and prestigious roles may affront and offend people who 

have suffered at the hands of combatants. The balance between inclusion and sensitivity has not reached the 

‘sweet spot’ in Northern Ireland’s news media. This lack of visibility is also seen in the paucity of articles referring 

to female ex-combatants and peace. This could be because of the lack of news media attention given to peace- 

it is not as exciting as conflict- and because the focus is female ex-combatants peace-builders, and women 

generally get less coverage than men. As previously stated, it would be very telling to compare the press 

coverage of male ex-combatants in peace-building, such as McGuinness, Adam and Kelly. The statement, 

[t]he public face of Sinn Féin gathered with the party president included Martin McGuinness, Mary Lou 
McDonald, Pearse Doherty, Martina Anderson, Carál Ní Chuilín and Jennifer McCann. And also in the 
room were men who were part of the IRA ‘war’ and had been critical to the making of the IRA 
‘peace’(Rowan and Porter, 2014: 4-5) 

indicates that the news media do not recognise Anderson, Ní Chuilín and McCann as on a par with the male 

peace-builders crucial to Northern Ireland’s peace. Furthermore, “Martina Anderson barely wisps across the 
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screen near the end…patriarchs Gerry Adams, Martin McGuiness” (O Connor, 2014: 18). None of the women are 

matriarchs of Republicanism, this is reserved for the men. 

 What follows is a quantitative breakdown of the number of articles coded at the node ‘former 

combatant and peace’ in each newspaper. 

 

Table 25 'Former Combatant and Peace’ Node 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper ‘Former Combatant and Peace’ Node Percentage 

Belfast Telegraph 111 4.77 

Londonderry Sentinel 2 1 

News Letter 33 5.2 

Unionist Total 146 4.62 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 9 1.7 

The Irish News 77 4.64 

Nationalist Total 86 3.93 

All Newspapers Total 232 4.33 

 

Surprisingly, The Irish News has fewer articles than the Belfast Telegraph. It was expected that it would have 

more articles due to it being Nationalist, and thus more sympathetic to ex-combatants. 

 In the News Letter, an example of the ‘former combatant and peace’ node is an article which reports 

on how Jennifer McCann has been made Sinn Féin’s new junior minister at Stormont. The article introduces 

McCann by referring to her past conviction,  

Sinn Féin has defended a decision to appoint a third ex-prisoner in a row to a ministerial job which 
includes responsibility for victims of the Troubles. West Belfast MLA Jennifer McCann reacted to 
unionist criticism by pledging to work for all victims and accusing her chief critic of scoring political 
points…Ms McCann, who was sentenced to 20 years in the early 1980s for the attempted murder of an 
[sic] RUC officer…I am a republican ex-prisoner, but I am also an elected member for West Belfast and 
I have a mandate to be in this institution. I am bringing all of my life experience in this role to work for 
everyone. I worked for victims of state violence and families who have been victims of collusion, and I 
will work with all victims in the same way…I am a former republican prisoner and I think that, like 
Martina, I will bring with me those experiences that I have had through conflict resolution, and through 
the peace process, and I hope then towards building reconciliation as well (Unattributed, 2012q). 
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Although McCann is quoted directly about what she hopes to bring to the peace process, the introduction which 

focuses on her past sets a disapproving tone for the article, as serving a prison sentence is seen as negative, 

especially for attempted murder. The article is reporting on ex-combatants’ roles in peace, but it undermines 

the positive aspect of this by reminding the readers of McCann’s unsavoury past. 

 In the Belfast Telegraph, Glenholmes’s appointment to the Victims and Survivors’ Forum is discussed. 

At first, the article begins by lauding ex-combatants and their role in peace-building, 

 [t]his newspaper does not deny the right of people who were once actively involved with terrorist 
organisations becoming part of the democratic process. Indeed, for decades it campaigned for those 
involved in violence to lay down their arms and embrace politics. And it recognises, as do most people 
in the province, that former activists have played an important part in underpinning the peace process 
and heralding a new era of power-sharing politics. 

However, the following text undermines this first assertion by highlighting the insensitivity of appointing 

someone with “baggage”, 

[t]he presence of in the Forum of someone who was part of an organisation which left people bereaved, 
maimed and traumatised is insensitive and unnecessary. There are other people in Sinn Féin with no 
historic baggage who could bring the party’s perspective to the Forum without causing offence. Some 
people might argue that since Deputy First Minister Martin McGuinness…is a former terrorist then 
there should be no bar on such activists in any public office. However, Mr McGuinness holds his position 
by democratic vote. Ms Glenholmes’ past should not debar her from public positions, but sensitivities 
and sensibilities should be acknowledged in any appointment (Unattributed, 2012p: 32). 

A female ex-combatant’s past is yet again used to destabilise and negate any positive partaking in peace-

building. On one hand, the article accepts that former combatants must be involved in the peace process, and 

on the other hand, it asks that they not be seen due to the trauma it may cause victims. The title, “Reverse 

Insensitive Glenholmes Decision” (Unattributed, 2012p: 32) also sets the tone of the dominant reading. 

 In the Derry Journal, there are only nine articles on female ex-combatants and peace. In one article, 

Sinn Féin Councillor Sean McGlinchey is quoted, “I’m proud of the men and woman involved in the Peace Process 

and where they have taken the conflict to where we are today” (Unattributed, 2015d). Perhaps, in McGlinchey’s 

eyes there has only been one female ex-combatant involved in peace-building, or it may be a typo. 

 In The Irish News, Morris acknowledges the need for ex-combatants to be involved in peace-building. 

The title: “How Society Deals with Former Combatants Key to Future Peace” sets the positive tone of the article. 

The text reads,  

 [a] large number of Sinn Féin's team, both front of house and behind the scenes, are former 
prisoners…former combatants are better in government than violently opposing it… how they 
contribute to future society is the key to making our peace last beyond this generation” (2011: 17). 



 199 

Here the neutral terms “prisoners” and “combatants” are used, and their place in peace is fully accepted for 

longevity. Moreover, another article highlights the role that ex-combatants have played in peace-building, Gerry 

Kelly is quoted,  

[e]x-prisoners have played ‘critical and positive roles in bringing the political process to where it is now 
and will continue to do so,’ he said, adding that ‘no political opportunism will alter that reality’ 
(Unattributed, 2011q: 11). 

A statement issued from Sinn Féin emphasised the  

role special adviser Mary McArdle had played in developing Sinn Féin's peace strategy. What people 
like Mary and others have done is make an important contribution to bringing an end to that conflict 
(Unattributed, 2011q: 11). 

Additionally, McArdle “defended her ‘constructive and positive role’ in the peace process” (Archer, 2011c: 4). 

Here former combatants’ roles in ending conflict and bringing peace are stressed. 

 The Londonderry Sentinel only has two articles about former combatants and peace. An example is an 

article detailing Anderson  

[h]aving spent over 13 years in prison, including ten in English jails, she was released in 1998, under the 
terms of the Good Friday Agreement and immediately immersed herself in the promoting the Sinn Féin 
Peace Strategy (Sweeney, 2010). 

Here, it is observed that Anderson’s time in prison is balanced with her engagement in peace-building. This may 

serve to undermine Anderson as an ex-prisoner or legitimise her as an agent of conflict who is a credible figure 

in peace. 

 The underlying tenor of the newspaper articles which are coded at the node ‘former combatant and 

peace’ belies the difficulty in reconciling the fact that IRA members are now turned peace-makers. Braniff and 

McGrattan declare that we cannot “equate peace to amnesia” (2013: 27). There is an obsession with the past 

deeds of female ex-combatants which does not allow them to be seen undertaking peace-building, without a 

reminder of what they have done during conflict, 

[t]he peace process has been built upon bringing on board (and keeping on board) those whom we 
coyly refer to as “former combatants”…just because “former combatants” have a future doesn’t mean 
they don’t have a past (McDowell, 2013: 27). 

Furthermore, in some articles ex-combatants’ roles in peace-building have been negated completely and 

deemed unnecessary as they created the conflict in the first place, 

[i]f it hadn’t been for the ex-prisoners, republican and loyalist, the people who did most of the killing, 
there wouldn’t have been a peace process…The ex-prisoners did not bring peace. They played a part 
very belatedly in a peace for which the population in general laid the foundations by their support for 
politicians such as John Hume and other democratic, non-violent nationalist and unionist leaders over 
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many years. For more than 30 years they- the ex-prisoners- were actually an obstacle to peace 
(Unattributed, 2011f: 28). 

 Moreover, the node ‘female combatant and peace’ was also used to code female ex-combatants who 

were not pro-peace, such as Dolours and Marian Price. The Price sisters are portrayed as vehemently opposing 

the Good Friday Agreement. Dolour Price is characterised as, “threatening the precious peace won by the Good 

Friday Agreement” (Kelly et al., 2013: 14); “[s]he became an opponent of the peace process and was critical of 

Sinn Féin leaders Adams and Martin McGuinness, while aligning herself with dissident republicans” (Mulgrew, 

2013: 4-5); “[h]e [Adams] said those who made the claims were ‘implacable opponents of the peace process’ 

who were trying to attack him” (Unattributed, 2013a: 6); and “[s]he is a long-standing opponent of Sinn Féin 

and the peace process…”(Morris, 2010b: 1). Moreover, due to Dolours Price’s disdain for the Good Friday 

Agreement, this is used to undermine her; Mary Lou McDonald the deputy leader of Sinn Féin is quoted,  

I think it is interesting that Fine Gael would use the statements of an opponent of the peace process in 
an attempt to undermine the leader of Sinn Féin. By her own admission Dolours Price thinks that the 
peace process should be undermined, should be destroyed,” she said (Sheahan and Hogan, 2012: 12). 

Likewise, Marian Price is represented as being opposed to the peace process,  

[o]rganisations like the Real IRA, Continuity IRA and the 32 County Sovereignty Movement survive in 
part by having their cause celebres [sic] such as Marian Price. Price is no Irish Joan of Arc nor is she a 
civil rights Rosa Parks. She is a former terrorist and it would appear that she is a fairly unrepentant one. 
She allegedly said of the Good Friday Agreement ‘It is not, certainly not, what I went to prison for’. Sinn 
Féin was not able to bring this erstwhile comrade on board their peace train. Price it seems could not 
be lured and has become one of the prickliest republican thorns that the Sinn Féin leadership has failed 
to prune (Kelly, 2012: 22). 

The Price sisters are coded as negative in all the articles where they are portrayed as being anti-peace. This may 

be due to the news media’s support for the Good Friday Agreement. There is also a point to be made about the 

Sinn Féin party machine. This party supports the ‘peace process’ thus, anyone opposing party policy is an 

‘opponent of the peace process’. Sinn Féin has one party line on which all members are briefed, therefore in the 

news media they come across as united and robust because they all utter the same statement. 

 To conclude on the gendered representation of women in the news media, it is important to observe 

how the female protagonists in the newspaper articles are represented- whether they speak or are the main 

agents or auxiliaries to a man. The news media are part of the machinery which people used to construct their 

view of the world- and women’s roles within this world. This thesis attempts to understand the presentation of 

female ex-combatants which is generated by the news media. From close reading of the articles, it appears that 

female ex-combatants are inferior compared to their male counterparts in peace-building. This gender disparity 
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sends the message that women occupy a less important role in society than men (Eagly, 2002: 1070). This is 

blatant in the article about the “men of peace”,  

[t]he public face of Sinn Féin gathered with the party president included Martin McGuinness, Mary Lou 
McDonald, Pearse Doherty, Martina Anderson, Carál Ní Chuilín and Jennifer McCann. And also in the 
room were men who were part of the IRA ‘war’ and had been critical to the making of the IRA ‘peace’ 
(Rowan and Porter, 2014: 4-5). 

Moreover, there is an absence of the connection of female ex-combatants and peace. As women are traditionally 

seen as natural peace-builders, it is odd that female ex-combatants are not connected with peace in the same 

way. Instead male former combatants are portrayed as the peace-builders. This may be because female ex-

combatants have been divorced from their femininity by virtue of being involved in political violence. It is not 

because the news media are rejecting the gender construct of the gentle and peaceful woman, as in previous 

research it was observed that Northern Irish newspapers portrayed the association of peace and women as 

natural (McFeeters, 2014).  

 A limited representation of female ex-combatants and peace is conveyed, and the first step to changing 

these limitations is to identify them and advocate for stories which do not portray women as ancillary auxiliaries. 

The messages conveyed through the representation of women in the news media contribute to readers’ ideas 

about how women behave and how they should behave, what roles women are suited to and what positions 

they occupy in society, and what it means to be a woman. The lack of complex representation points to the 

“symbolic annihilation” of women (Tuchman, 1979: 533), and this suggests that female ex-combatants are less 

important than male ex-combatants in peace-building. The disproportionate numbers of females in the 

Northern Ireland Assembly may encourage readers to accept the invisibility of women and to believe that they 

are less important than men, thereby reinforcing the gender system.  

 Having discussed female ex-combatants and peace-building, peace journalism is now considered. 

5.6 PEACE JOURNALISM 

Peace journalism advocates for attention to be paid to peace-building (Galtung, 2000), and in the stemmed 

words word frequency query ‘peacefully’ and its stems are ranked twelfth with 1632 mentions (Table 43 in 

Appendix). Thus, peace-building is mentioned in the newspapers, however, the theme of the past in the present 

shows that peace is outranked by articles which frame the female ex-combatants in the past and recall past 
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convictions and atrocities. This undercuts the contributions which female ex-combatants are making to peace, 

because the saturation and recurrence of articles contextualising the women with past crimes is prominent and 

repetitive (Entman, 2004). This repetition disallows alternative ways of perceiving the women, and thus this 

narrow, inflexible representation legitimises and institutionalises beliefs (Happer and Philo, 2013) about female 

ex-combatants. Plus, the frame of the perpetrator-victim couplet is not conducive to peace, because the female 

ex-combatants are vilified. The victim frame is a persistent pattern of cognition which organises discourse (Gitlin, 

1980: 7) in Northern Ireland. The significance of victimhood lies in its cultural resonance (Entman, 2004), which 

is universal and emotionally charged. When a victim is mentioned, and even when the specific perpetrator is 

not explicitly stated, who made this person a victim is implicitly implied. And it is a ‘who’ and not a ‘what’, 

because there are no victims of the ‘Troubles’ per se, but rather, there are victims of specific persons’ actions, 

whether individuals or groups. The Troubles were not a nebulous event that happened, they were deliberate 

and conscious activities of people. Even the name ‘Troubles’ de-individualises and depersonalises actual deeds 

and the people who carried them out.  

 The underlying issue in Northern Ireland’s news media, with regards to peace journalism, is that the 

newspapers are based on different ideologies. These ideologies produce different visions of the Troubles, which 

results in different narratives espoused by the newspapers. This is emblematic in the different characterisation 

of female ex-combatants (which has been discussed previously in ‘The Past in the Present’ theme), where in the 

Nationalist newspapers they are political prisoners: “IRA prisoner Martina Anderson” (Manley, 2013d: 16); 

“former prisoners…former IRA prisoner Angela Nelson” (Morris, 2013a: 10); “dead volunteers” (Morris, 2012b: 

4); and, “former internee” (Simpson, 2012d: 5). In contrast, in the Unionist News Letter, Anderson is denigrated 

in the title: “Crocodile Tears’ [sic] from Former Bomber”; and in the article she is called, “convicted bomber” 

(Unattributed, 2015e). Furthermore, TUV McAllister is quoted: “you’re the only convicted bomber at this table” 

when speaking about Anderson. In addition, she is named a “victim-maker” and the title ‘Unionists Round on 

SF's Anderson in Euro Debate’ (Unattributed, 2014l) portrays an ‘us versus them’ paradigm with violent 

language. Moreover, McCann is described as “another terrorist convicted of attacking the RUC (Unattributed, 

2012q). The word “killers” is used in reference to female ex-combatants (McBride, 2013); and Ní Chuilín is 

depicted as “Carál Ní Chuilín…She was convicted as an IRA terrorist”; moreover, the title to the article is 

“Terrorist Past of Members of Group Awarded £1.3m” (Unattributed, 2013t). This provocative language goes 

against the principles of peace journalism, which do not advocate pitting two sides against each other (Lynch 
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and McGoldrick, 2005; Youngblood, 2017). Moreover, peace journalism discourages using charged words like 

‘terrorist’ or ‘killer’ as these are confrontational and will foment discord in dichotomous societies. 

 Another representative manifestation of the discordant ideologies of Nationalism and Unionism, is the 

controversy (Baumann, 2010) surrounding who is deserving (Rolston, 2000) of the label victim (Brewer and 

Hayes, 2011).  This is related to “questions of legitimacy, morality and power” which means that “defining ‘who’ 

is a ‘victim’…is inherently competitive and politicized” (Lawther, 2013: 167).  

 The struggle over the definition of victim is demonstrated in the Belfast Telegraph, 

[m]any people who have died, who were injured, or were bereaved have, liked Glenholmes, 
contestable claims to the mantle of victimhood. Can victim status be lost if you have become involved 
in the conflict, as many people who were injured or bereaved did? Not all victims were able to forgive; 
some sought revenge…What happens if someone was unarmed and helpless when killed, or injured, 
but were believed to have been involved in earlier attacks? Are they still considered victims? (Clarke, 
2012a: 35). 

Multiple victimhood causes debate because it is ambiguous, and denies the clean cut moral high ground (Brewer, 

2010), and the privileges which come along with it, such as righteousness and blamelessness. This blamelessness 

is connected to innocence, which is particularly relevant to Unionism (Lawther, 2011; 2013). In order to be a 

true victim, one must be innocent- that means that one must not have been involved in political violence. Thus, 

this definition precludes ex-combatants from being termed victims, or at least worthy victims. The Belfast 

Telegraph newspaper takes umbrage over the appointment of Glenholmes on the Forum for Victims and 

Survivors, 

[w]hile she may consider her involvement in the republican campaign as making her a victim of 
circumstances, that is not the definition of victim that most people accept. Those who have been 
bereaved, maimed or traumatised by violence, from whatever quarter, can credibly call themselves 
victims. The presence on the Forum of someone who was part of an organisation which left people 
bereaved, maimed and traumatised is insensitive and unnecessary (Unattributed, 2012p: 32). 

Here, Glenholmes is denied the label of victimhood because she is not credible because she was a perpetrator 

of political violence. Her appointment is represented as a “gross insult to innocent victims…needs of innocent 

victims” (Rowan, 2012b: 6).  

 Likewise, in the News Letter, innocent victims are championed as worthy and deserving (Rolston, 2000; 

Brewer and Hayes, 2015a) and juxtaposed with unworthy ex-combatants. The Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) 

former leader Mike Nesbitt, is quoted,  

[i]t may well be that Ms Glenholmes meets the definition of victim under the 2006 Order, but then so 
might some of the Paratroopers who served on the streets of Londonderry on Bloody Sunday…He was 
not arguing that republicans and ex-prisoners should not be part of the forum…But the appointment of 
such high-profile appointees ‘clearly distracts’ from the forum’s vital work and could potentially deter 
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‘innocent victims’ from engaging…DUP MP Jeffrey Donaldson said that of the 3,529 people killed in the 
Troubles, 2,060 murders were by republican terrorists. ‘Therefore, the appointment of a senior 
republican who was once on a most-wanted list will understandably cause unease amongst innocent 
victims’ (Unattributed, 2012b). 

Again, innocence is a defining characteristic of legitimate and true victimhood (Brewer and Hayes, 2015a: 521).  

 In comparison, the title of an article in The Irish News is: “DUP: We Will Seek to Define ‘Victim’ With No 

Terror Groups”. The body of the article says,  

[t]he DUP has pledged to seek a UK-wide definition of a victim which excludes paramilitary 
perpetrators. South Antrim Westminster candidate William McCrea said the party will use its influence 
in a hung parliament in an attempt to secure the concession. He said, ‘It is immoral that the current 
definition places the perpetrator and the victim on a par. It is unacceptable that the terrorist pulling 
the trigger should be treated the same way as the innocent victim’…The Victims and Survivors 
(Northern Ireland) Order 2006 said a victim was someone who is or has been physically or 
psychologically injured as a result of or in consequence of a conflict-related incident; someone who 
provides substantial care to an injured person or someone who has been bereaved. It did not refer to 
perpetrators…’we must never forget the victims who are hurting. The current definition is unfair and 
an insult towards innocent victims’…The DUP proposal would mean that relatives of republican and 
loyalist paramilitaries killed in the conflict would be banned from seeking compensation. Sinn Féin has 
previously said that there should be ‘no hierarchy of victims’ and drawn attention to those affected by 
British state violence (Unattributed, 2015f: 4). 

This article quotes McCrea, but it counters his statement with the definition of a victim from The Victims and 

Survivors (Northern Ireland) Order 2006 which undermines him. It reminds him the new definition would harm 

the families of Loyalist paramilitaries as well as Republican ones. Furthermore, it finishes with drawing attention 

to British state brutality in order to level the playing field of victimhood. Again, in The Irish News, Martin 

McGuinness writes how activists were murdered by the British Army, 

British soldiers gunned down Irish civilians in rampages in Ballymurphy, Derry, Springhill, New Lodge 
and the Shankill…The British state engaged in the systemic murder of people it claimed were its own 
citizens, including Pat Finucane, Sinn Féin elected representatives and activists and many, many others 
(2015: 16). 

Gibney avers, “British crown force killers…long history of systemic human rights abuse by British state 

forces...conveyor-belt of oppression- internment without trial, torture and brutality” (Gibney, 2011a: 19). 

 Similarly, in the Nationalist Derry Journal, ex-combatants are portrayed as victims of British oppression, 

“those killed by state violence” (Unattributed, 2014c). 

 The polemic over victimhood is observed in the Nationalist and Unionist newspapers where 

[m]embers of the nationalist community are seen to endorse an inclusive definition of victimhood, 
incorporating all those killed, injured or bereaved as a result of the conflict, which includes members 
of paramilitary organisations. Many members of the unionist community, however, are vehemently 
opposed to such a view. Objecting to any moral equivalence between so-called ‘innocent’ victims and 
members of paramilitary bodies who were killed or injured, they seek to impose a ‘hierarchy of 
victimhood’ which distinguishes the truly ‘deserving victims’ from their ‘terrorist’ counterparts (Brewer 
and Hayes, 2015a: 521). 
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This data is evidence of the opposing ideologies of Nationalism and Unionism infusing the narratives in their 

corresponding newspapers with regards to victimhood. Peace journalism advocates presenting situations where 

all sides benefit rather than a win-lose scenario between antagonists (Lynch and McGoldrick, 2005: 6). However, 

the contention over who is a victim feeds ethnocentrism and reinforces division. The definition of victimhood in 

the Unionist newspapers cultivates a zero-sum game, where these newspapers ask that the definition is 

exclusionary towards ex-combatants.  

 In relation to the victimhood, is the theme of commemoration. In the Derry Journal, former combatants 

are praised for their sacrifice, Anderson is quoted, 

[t]he prison struggle of the late 1970s and early 1980s were without any doubt a key moment in the 
Irish struggle for freedom and justice…Sunday’s national commemoration in Dungiven is one of the 
biggest events on the Republican calendar and I appeal to the wider Republican community, to the 
people of Ireland and international sympathisers to mobilise and show support for the ideals for which 
the Hunger Strikers gave their all” (Unattributed, 2012i). 

The hunger strikers are symbols of martyrdom in the title: “Republicans Inspired by Sacrifice” and their sacrifice 

is inspirational, as Anderson says, “Republicanism was not and can never be a spectator sport” (Unattributed, 

2012o). What she means by this is unclear, however it sounds like a call to arms. The sacrifices that Republicans 

made are memorialised in a “national hunger strike commemoration” (Unattributed, 2012i) and “IRA Volunteers 

Commemoration” (Unattributed, 2012j). Commemorations reinforce the memory of fallen IRA members and 

Raymond McCartney (Foyle MLA Sinn Féin) is quoted, “remember with pride our friends and comrades who 

have given their lives in pursuit of our republican ideals and goals” (Staff Reporter, 2009).  

 The word frequency queries for each newspaper confirm that commemorations feature more often in 

Nationalist newspapers than Unionist ones. ‘Commemoration’ (and its stems) occurs 100 times in the Derry 

Journal and 184 times The Irish News (tables 51 and 53 in Appendix). Whereas it appears only sixteen times in 

the Londonderry Sentinel (Table 47 in Appendix), and it is not in the top 50 words of the Belfast Telegraph or the 

News Letter. This is because Unionism does not (publicly) commemorate the deaths of Loyalist paramilitaries as 

Unionists cannot simultaneously condemn Republican terrorists but endorse Loyalist ones and remain credible. 

What is more, an article in the Belfast Telegraph, asks, “How Can We Ever Move on While These Memorials to 

Terror Keep Appearing?; Call for End to Paramilitary Tributes” (Kilpatrick, 2014: 14, 15). 

 Connected to commemoration, are the notions of justice and truth. According to Lynch and McGoldrick, 

peace journalism is peace-, truth-, people- and solution-orientated (2005: 6). Frequently, all the newspapers 

state that in order to have sustainable peace, the past must be dealt with: “Still Nursing a Troubled Past”(Little, 
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2015: 29-30); “Time to Grasp the Nettle of the Past” (Unattributed, 2013e); “We Need to Deal with the Past” 

(Muir, 2011: 26); “Peaceful Future Depends on Addressing the Past” (Morris, 2014b: 17). The idea of dealing 

with the past, means that the truth of the Troubles must come out and justice must be served. However, 

different truths exist for the dichotomous communities. In order for the past to be dealt with, a truth must be 

constructed which is acceptable by all communities as “Partisan Versions of War Can Only Stifle the Peace” 

(Murray, 2011: 40). This is no small task, because of the divisive and haunting legacy of the past. However, 

common ground exists in that both Nationalist and Unionist newspapers ask for answers- whether about 

collusion, “raise the issue of collusion and assist families in securing truth and justice” (Quinn, 2015) and, 

“collusion claims” (Morris, 2014a: 7); or who killed McConville, “43 Years On and Still No Definitive Answers” 

(Unattributed, 2015a: 5) and “Haunted By the Shadow of a Shocking Troubles Crime; Gerry Adams has 

Consistently Denied Any Involvement in Jean McConville’s Murder, But the Case, and Accusations, Refuse to Go 

Away” (Alexander, 2014: 6). However, the answers they seek will only be valid if they harmonise with what they 

already believe to be reality, because the most convincing stories fit the context of existing beliefs (Laster and 

Frez, 2015: 92). This is echoed in the article which says, “[n]ot all perpetrators were caught- in fact, the vast 

majority of Troubles’ offences are unsolved and unpunished…Some questions can never be answered in an 

agreed way. Some questions remain difficult, painful and divisive” (Clarke, 2012a: 35).  

 Therefore, peace journalism’s notion of being truth-orientated is not applicable to societies with 

opposing ethno-nationalisms (like Northern Ireland) as each community has a different truth. Even an official 

truth and reconciliation process would be rejected if the answers did not tally with each communities’ memories 

and social knowledge about the Troubles. 

 In the Nationalist newspapers, it appears that an official truth and reconciliation process would validate 

ex-combatant claims of victimhood. However, one article from The Irish News reports on the British 

Government’s withdrawal from a legacy mechanism, the title is: “British Government Still Determined to 

Conceal its Role in the Conflict”. The body of content says,  

[v]ictims of the conflict have a right to the truth about the past…Their [the British Government] 
subsequent retreat from this commitment is a telling indication of how much the British state has to 
fear from the truth about its involvement in the conflict (McGuinness, 2015: 16). 

The research of Lawther (2013) claims that for Unionists, an official truth and reconciliation process foments 

uneasiness, in case their unambiguous victimhood and moral high ground are destabilised by truths which do 

not synchronise with their existing positions. Lawther opines “[f]or many unionists, the mechanics of a truth 
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recovery process have therefore been interpreted as challenging their claim to ‘innocent’ victimhood (2013: 

169). As mentioned previously, this innocent victimhood is a fiercely guarded trophy for Unionists. 

 Peace journalism aims to give both sides of the conflict equal representation, however, in a society like 

Northern Ireland, where the newspapers are split along ethno-national fault lines, this aspiration is not feasible. 

News consumers do not read the newspaper which corresponds to their ethnic identity to get balanced 

coverage, the news stories are put to work by the consumers to reinforce and sustain their identities.  

 Additionally, Lynch and McGoldrick (2005) urge peace journalism’s custom of explaining the causes of 

conflict, rather than the consequences. In Northern Ireland, this is present in the articles, as journalists 

frequently refer to the history of the Troubles. Nevertheless, again, due to the opposing narratives, the causes 

are interpreted differently. 

 The conflicting narratives of the Troubles give rise to separate and oppositional versions of history, and 

reality. This is discussed with reference to female ex-combatants in Northern Ireland.  

 Bandura’s social cognitive theory of mass communication states, “[b]ecause of the influential role the 

mass media play in society, understanding the psychosocial mechanisms through which symbolic 

communication influences human thought, affect, and action is of considerable import” (2001: 265). Journalistic 

representations of female ex-combatants are important as the news media “has social effects…it can reinforce 

beliefs; it can shape people’s opinions…it can help shape social reality by shaping our views of social reality” 

(Richardson, 2007: 13, original emphasis). 

 Although this research does not investigate the effect of the news media on the public, it does theorise 

on the influence of the depictions of female ex-combatants on the construction of reality. Reality is constructed 

in “the practices of representation” (Hall, 1997a: 10), and the practice of representation this case is the news 

media. Northern Ireland’s print news media are divided between Nationalist and Unionist ideologies, and 

“language connects with the social through being the primary domain of ideology, and through being both a site 

of, and a stake in, struggles for power” (Fairclough, 2001: 12). Thus, the representations of the female ex-

combatants are a source of ideology and constituted by ideology. Moreover, the variance between the 

Nationalist and Unionist representations is caused by not only dissimilar, but conflicting ideologies, because 

“language is centrally involved in power, and struggles for power…it is so involved through its ideological 

properties” (Fairclough, 2001: 14). The different representations are a manifestation of the oppositional 

ideologies. 
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 The result of this is that the dichotomous newspapers construct different social realities, and this is 

further compounded by the interpretation of the representations through different cultural meanings in each 

community. Representation is a process of meaning-making (Hall, 1997c), and as the language of discourse 

about female ex-combatants constitutes their meaning, it also contributes to knowledge about them. Discourse 

constitutes knowledge, and is defined by it (Foucault, 1972). The issue in Northern Ireland is that different 

narratives of the Troubles exist, which are based on different knowledges. These knowledges are presupposed 

by journalists who assume common ground with their readers so that their interpretation is parallel with  the 

journalist’s intention and meaning (Fairclough, 2001: 127). These presupposed knowledges are used to continue 

the narratives which result in a cycle where the narrative institutionalises not only how female ex-combatants 

are represented, but the reality which is perceived. Therefore, the news media play a key role in the social 

construction of reality through communication, and this communication relies on common-sense knowledge for 

reality to be taken for granted (Berger and Luckmann, 1979). Discourse is naturalised, which gives “particular 

ideological representations the status of common sense, and thereby makes them opaque, i.e., no longer visible 

as ideologies” (Fairclough, 2013: 44). This is because “there is no external relationship ‘between’ language and 

society, but an internal and dialectical relationship” (Fairclough, 2001: 19).  

 Moreover, the social practice of representation in the news media is determined by the social structure 

(Fairclough, 2001) of Northern Irish society, which is based on division. This division results in knowledge that is 

culture-bound and varies between communities (Berger and Luckmann, 1979), which in the case of Northern 

Ireland is between Nationalism and Unionist.  

 Finally, the conclusion to this chapter states and theorises on the findings from the data analysis of the 

female ex-combatants in the Northern Irish newspapers. 

5.7 CONCLUSION 

The research question which asks how do the newspapers represent female ex-combatants in post-conflict 

Northern Ireland is answered by splitting the data into themes. The theme of the past in the present 

demonstrates that the specific name terms given to the female ex-combatants differentiates and individualises 

them, and it pays homage to their past actions and convictions. The predication of using past events to 
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characterise the women assigns qualities to them which are reminiscent of criminality. They are known by their 

actions, for example “Old Bailey Bomber” (Unattributed, 2013l). The act of naming that is contingent upon 

actions provides each ex-combatant with a character and a heavily mediated form of address which speaks to 

the journalist’s act of writing a story- by providing a character about which to talk. By consistently characterising 

the ex-combatants by their past in a negative light, this reinforces how they are perceived by readers. This 

representation makes a political statement, as the female ex-combatants are circumscribed in the eyes of the 

public to be only terrorists and not peace-builders. The newspapers do not allow them to reinvent themselves 

as politicians as their news media characterisations harken back to their past convictions. The resilience of this 

imagery relies upon its simplicity, its recognisability and its relevance. Its communicative role reinforces what a 

reader already knows, and this is damaging to female ex-combatants as, “[i]t was David Trimble who said that if 

you judge a person by their past then they have no future” (Og Garland, 2011: 22). 

 Moreover, peace journalism advocates that the news media pay attention to peace stories and post-

war developments (Lynch, 2008). However, in Northern Ireland, the focus is on the past as the quantitative 

analysis shows how the IRA, murders, victims and attacks all rank more highly than peace in the word frequency 

query. 

 The theme of perpetrator and victim demonstrates that the tyranny of victimhood is a trope which 

precludes the female ex-combatants from being considered in relation to their work as politicians, but still 

conjures up the persistent image of former paramilitary members immersed in their past. This motif also freezes 

people affected by the Troubles as victims, and victims alone. Both perpetrator and victim are caged together 

in this oppositional framework in the news media. The press has the platform to help readers to understand and 

reconsider female ex-combatants beyond their moniker which is based on paramilitary activity, yet it does not 

take up this opportunity. For the majority of people, the reports in the news media are the only exposure they 

have to female ex-combatants, thus the implications of news media representation are significant in relation to 

people’s perceptions (Saleem et al., 2015). And as the “popular perception of terrorists and terrorism is often at 

variance with the reality” (Taylor, 2011: xv), this means that the newspaper articles are presenting a partial 

representation of the women. The reports are generally short and thus readable, manageable and accessible to 

society; however, the brevity and structure of newspaper articles does not allow for the complexity of conflict 

to be addressed.  
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 The theme of gendered representation of women in the news indicates that the Northern Irish news 

media do contain insistences of gendered constructions. However, it is not as saturated with gendered 

caricatures as the previous academic literature would suggest. Nevertheless, there is a more nuanced form of 

sexism whereby female ex-combatants are directly quoted only infrequently. 

 The impression is that the male former combatants have become statesmen and men of peace. This is 

unexpected due to the perception of the close association of women with peace; however, this did not stand 

out in the material analysed. The female ex-combatants are neither lauded as arbitrators of peace like 

McGuinness or Adams, nor as natural feminine peace-makers, (unlike non-combatant women). The articles 

which portray the female ex-combatants negatively may amplify the pattern of female underrepresentation, as 

these women are doubly discriminated against for being former combatants, and female. Thus, the female ex-

combatants may be portals for sexist messages and the tenacious absence of their representation as vital peace-

builders reveals the “symbolic annihilation” (Tuchman, 1979: 533) of women in the news media. The absence of 

female ex-combatants as central figures in peace-building is one issue, but also how they are represented when 

they are present is another problem. The press needs to broaden the ways that these women’s roles are 

represented, and (attempt to) convey the complexities of the human character, rather than relying on trite 

images of “Bomber” (Unattributed, 2011b: 22).  

 The process of representation is a social construction, where social reality is created in compliance and 

harmony with the dominant power relations. These relations are supported and sustained (partly) through the 

discourses and narratives proffered by the news media. By underrepresenting women, this contributes to the 

dominant patriarchal hegemony, unless it is identified and challenged, which this PhD aims to do.  

 Overall, the articles about the female ex-combatants exploit their past in order to provide stories about 

conflict, which is newsworthy.  This acts as a barrier for former combatants’ participation in peace-building, for 

when the female ex-combatants are portrayed regularly in a certain framework, it produces the prevalent image 

with which readers begin to identify. Thus, as the female ex-combatants are represented as “IRA killers”, the 

connotations of this mean that they are viewed as criminals. Instead of being seen as peace-builders in post-

conflict Northern Ireland, they are still known by past convictions which overshadow their current position as 

politicians. The ex-combatants are discredited and disqualified as politicians, by the continual and consistent 

reference to their past. Moreover, the newspapers capitalise on the marketability of victims which draws the 
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attention of readers. The implication of this is in direct opposition to the theories of peace journalism as the 

newspapers are cultivating and sustaining an appetite for the Troubles in Northern Ireland.  

 What follows is the data chapter on Sri Lanka, where the newspaper articles from the Sri Lankan press 

are scrutinised and analysed. 
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6 Sri Lanka Chapter 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter outlines the overarching themes which were developed from the analysis of the Sri Lankan 

newspaper articles about female ex-combatants, for the purpose of answering the research question: how do 

the news media represent female ex-combatants during the post-conflict period? The themes of rehabilitation 

and the future arose from the data itself, however the theme of gendered representation correlated with the 

existing literature and was found to be present in the data as well. This analysis was informed by the previous 

research on Sri Lanka’s female combatants (Alison, 2003; 2004; 2009), gender in the news media (Norris, 1997c; 

Gill, 2007) and female terrorists in the news media (Talbot, 2001; de Alwis, 2002; Toles Parkin, 2004; Gonsalves, 

2005; Nacos, 2005; Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007; Melzer, 2009; Bloom, 2011a; 2011b; Gentry, 2011; Stack, 2011; 

Yarchi, 2014; Laster and Frez, 2015). The representations of the female ex-combatants are considered in the 

context of gendered constructions and identities. 

 The news media exist in various social contexts, and newspaper articles are portals into social contexts, 

as well as contributors and creators. The texts were read closely and interpreted in order to create meaning 

from the articles, and to reveal the preferred reading (Hall, 2003) put forth by the journalist and newspaper. The 

interrogation of the articles was carried out by using critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1993; 1995; 2001; 

2013). Plus, the respective works of Chandler (2007) and Bignell (2002) guided the semiotic analysis.  

 The chapter is organised in the following sections, Summary of Findings, Rehabilitation, Future, Gender 

Representation (in this theme vignettes of the female ex-combatants, Adele Balasingham and Thamilini are 

analysed) and Peace Journalism. The chapter ends with the Conclusion which sums up the salient points. To 

begin, a summary of the results is outlined. 

6.2 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

As a reminder, the newspapers’ ownerships are outlined in the table below: 
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Table 26 Sri Lanka Newspapers 

Newspaper Information 

Daily Financial Times Private, English language daily 

Daily Mirror Private, English-language daily 

Sunday Times Private, English language weekly 

Daily News State-owned, English language daily 

Sunday Observer State-owned, English language weekly 

 

The ownership of the newspapers is significant as Sri Lanka’s news media are highly controlled by the 

Government of Sri Lanka. Dissension risks severe sanction and even death of journalists (Amnesty International, 

2009; 2010; 2013; 2016). Thus, it was expected that the state-owned newspapers would toe the party line; this 

was confirmed in the pro-government sentiment and bias of the articles, which praised the Government’s role 

in the rehabilitation of female former combatants. As “[l]anguage is not neutral, but a highly constructive 

mediator” (Fowler, 1991: 1), the wording of the articles constructs and presents a reality to news consumers 

that the Government’s actions towards ex-combatants were entirely benign and propitious, even though the 

conflict in Sri Lanka resulted in a victor’s peace to the Sinhalese Government. In contrast, the privately-owned 

newspapers were more critical of the Government’s involvement in rehabilitation, for example, they highlighted 

the issue that female ex-combatants found it difficult to procure jobs post-rehabilitation. However, both 

newspapers took a pro-peace stance which cultivated an atmosphere of acceptance of former combatants, for 

the sake of peace in post-conflict Sri Lanka. 

  The hypothesis that the highest percentage of state-owned articles would be negative about the 

female ex-combatants, because these women were in the LTTE, which was fighting against the Sinhalese 

Government, was negated by the data. Instead, the majority of the articles was coded positively at 53.28 per 

cent and 30.29 per cent were coded negatively. Furthermore, the hypothesis that the greatest percentage of 

articles from the independently-owned newspapers would be positive was proven incorrect as the highest 

number were coded neutrally at 46.43 per cent. It was hypothesised that the state-owned newspapers would 

have more negative articles than the independently-owned ones, and this was confirmed by the data. The state-

owned newspapers have 30.29 per cent negative articles, and the independent newspapers have 25.4 per cent. 

In addition, it was hypothesised that the independent newspapers would have positive articles than the state 
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newspapers, this was negated by the data as the state-owned newspapers have more positive articles (53.28 

per cent) than the independent ones (28.17 per cent). The below table shows the tones of the articles for each 

newspaper: 

 

Table 27 Sri Lanka Tones 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage Positive Percentage Total 

Percentage 
in 

Independent 
Newspapers 

Percentage 
in All 

Newspapers 

Daily 
Financial 

Times 
9 21.43 14 33.33 19 45.24 42 16.67 7.98 

Daily Mirror 49 25.39 95 49.22 49 25.39 193 76.59 36.69 

Sunday 
Times 

6 35.29 8 47.06 3 17.65 17 6.75 3.23 

Total 64 25.4 117 46.43 71 28.17 252 100 47.91 

State-owned Newspapers 

Newspaper Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage Positive Percentage Total 
Percentage 

in State 
Newspapers 

Percentage 
in All 

Newspapers 

Daily News 72 37.5 30 15.63 90 46.88 192 70.07 36.5 

Sunday 
Observer 

11 13.41 15 18.29 56 68.29 82 29.93 15.59 

Total 83 30.29 45 16.4 146 53.28 274 100 52.09 

All 
Newspapers 

Total 
147 27.95 162 30.8 217 41.25 526  

 

The highest proportion of the articles characterise the female ex-combatants as positive (41.25 per cent), with 

the negative tone having the fewest articles (27.95 per cent). This positive representation is analogous with the 

prominent themes of rehabilitation, the future and gendered representation, which are discussed below. 

6.3 REHABILITATION  

A major theme in the Sri Lankan newspapers is that of rehabilitation. As the news media are event-driven, this 

process of rehabilitation features significantly. During coding the researcher observed that rehabilitation after 
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the conflict seemed to feature extensively. The results show that 389 articles were coded at the node 

‘rehabilitation’, and this is 73.95 per cent of all the Sri Lankan articles. The breakdown for each newspaper is 

listed in the below table. 

 

Table 28 Sri Lanka ‘Rehabilitation’ Node 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper ‘Rehabilitation’ Node Percentage 

Daily Financial Times 38 90.48 

Daily Mirror 135 69.95 

Sunday Times 6 35.29 

Independent Total 179 71.03 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 143 74.48 

Sunday Observer 67 75.61 

State-owned Total 210 76.64 

All Newspapers Total 389 73.95 

 

In addition, word frequency queries of stemmed words and exact matches confirmed the prevalence of 

rehabilitation. The results for the word frequency queries for all the newspapers are available in tables 67 and 

68 in the Appendix. 

 In the word frequency query for stemmed words (Table 67 in Appendix), ‘rehabilitation’ and its stems 

are the fifth most common words (1661 mentions); and in the exact matches word frequency query (Table 68 

in Appendix), ‘rehabilitation’ is sixth. Understandably, the words ‘Sri’, ‘LTTE’, ‘Lankas’ and ‘Tamils’ are first, 

second, third and fourth (in both word frequency queries) as the articles are about Sri Lankan Tamil women who 

have participated in the LTTE. Thus, these words were expected as they pertain to the search criteria and 

context. From the researcher’s preliminary familiarisation with the texts, and resultant observation of 

rehabilitation emerging as a theme, the quantitative results show numerically that the nascent interpretation is 

valid. The high frequency of ‘rehabilitation’ was unexpected as it had not been observed in the Northern Irish 
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newspapers, which were collected and analysed before the Sri Lankan ones. This dissimilarity is discussed in the 

following comparison chapter. 

 Rehabilitation is conducted in the reintegration portion of disarmament, demobilisation and 

reintegration (DDR) of ex-combatants. DDR is an integral part of the consolidation of peace agreements as the 

reintegration of ex-combatants involves the transition from fighter to civilian and the attainment of employment 

and income. Its significance lies in its enabling environment which encourages and supports ex-combatants in 

participating in peace-building, and “integrating combatants socially and economically into society” (United 

Nations, 2017).  

 In post-conflict societies, the vital element of peace-building is the reintegration of former combatants. 

Reintegration itself is the practice of facilitating the climate and environment for returning people to establish 

political institutions, to build infrastructure and to aid socio-economic development. The significance of ex-

combatants’ reintegration as the crux of peace-building is that it forms the foundation of security and stability 

which is the basis for recovery and progress. The United Nations (UN) defines reintegration as a “the process 

which allows ex-combatants and their families to adapt, economically and socially, to productive civilian life” 

(United Nations Security Council, 2000).  

 In Sri Lanka, the rehabilitation of ex-combatants was undertaken by the Bureau of the Commissioner 

General of Rehabilitation (BCGR), which was established under the supervision of the Ministry of Defence. The 

goals of the rehabilitation process are as follows: 

a. To safeguard the human rights of rehabs, victims due to terrorist action and host communities, 
including the responsibility to protect and assist them in accordance with the constitution of the 
country and State's international obligations. 

b. To contribute towards sustainable peace, Reconciliation and Social cohesion and well being [sic]. 

c. To enhance the employability of rehabilitees, minimize their risk of socio-economic marginalization 
and utilize their underutilized knowledge and skills to create opportunities for Economic Revitalization 
in post-conflict development efforts. 

d. To inculcate the values and requirement of Family Culture attitude and preserve [sic] next generation 
of community [sic] through proper education, instill values and norms and to create a discipline [sic] 
society. 

(Bureau of the Commissioner General of Rehabilitation, 2011) 

The Government of Sri Lanka’s role in peace-building is to facilitate this reintegration for ex-combatants to re-

join society as productive members. The stress on the employability of ex-combatants points to the need to 

provide the opportunity for meaningful livelihoods in order to prevent the renewed outbreak of conflict. This 
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contrasts with, for example, Sierra Leone’s reintegration programme, where feasible livelihoods for its ex-

combatants were not established and procured, thus this threatened to undermine the whole peace-building 

process. Sierra Leone is a negative example of reintegration and rehabilitation programmes. Following the Abuja 

Agreement, a process of DDR of combatants took place. In 1998, the National Commission for Disarmament, 

Demobilisation and Reintegration (NCDDR) was created to facilitate the DDR programme. Also, the Economic 

Community of West African States Ceasefire Monitoring Group (ECOMOG) and the UN Assistance Mission in 

Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) worked together to assist its enablement. It was funded by international donors such 

as the World Bank and the UN Development Program (Campbell and Lowicki, 1998). Sierra Leone’s reintegration 

programme involved registering ex-combatants at Reintegration Offices, a payment of Reinsertion Benefit 

($150) and educational/training opportunities (with a monthly salary of $30) (Fanthorpe, 2003: 56). Upon 

completion they received a certificate of completion and an appropriate toolkit (Bolten, 2012: 501). Despite the 

international praise of Sierra Leone’s reintegration programme, there were deficiencies in the social, economic 

and political aspects. The socio-economic shortcoming is the dearth of employment opportunities for ex-

combatants. The majority has not experienced “tangible economic dividends and social benefits” (United 

Nations Peace and Security Section, 2006). One cause of this is the failure of social reintegration. Civilians were 

reluctant to integrate with ex-combatants from fear, direct experience of atrocities or prejudice. In response, 

the NCDDR introduced sensitisation programmes to reassure civilians that ex-combatants were ‘normal’. 

Civilians were encouraged to think of them not as ex-combatants but as ‘ordinary men’. However, ex-

combatants struggled to find meaningful employment due to their social stigma, and many sold their toolkits in 

order to survive. Therefore, they were condemned by civilians for being lazy and unproductive. Civilians 

accepted the ex-combatants’ presence but refused to incorporate or socialise with them in the community 

leading to their marginalisation and lack of social connections (Bolten, 2012: 502). Also, people who were victims 

rather than perpetrators of conflict felt it unfair that they are not receiving benefits whereas ex-combatants 

were being rewarded with special treatment. For example, cash transfers to ex-combatants caused resentment 

within the civilian community (Willibald, 2006: 326). To create sustainable peace, reintegration must benefit 

both the ex-combatants and the recipient community. Communities should be rewarded instead of individuals 

so that they see the advantages of reintegrating ex-combatants as an economic resource rather than a drain 

(Spear, 2006: 76-77). 
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 In order for peace-building to be successful, the local community must be included. Area Development 

Programmes assist community rehabilitation of social, economic and political infrastructure. By utilising local 

capabilities, assistance and resources can be idiosyncratically administered. This mobilises and empowers local 

people to rebuild their own communities, to regain control over their lives and foster a context in which they 

can make autonomous choices. Domestic ownership is vital for building social capital, “[e]nhancement of local 

capacity is often crucial for the long-term success of reintegration” (United Nations Security Council, 2000). For 

the consolidation of peace-building, participatory and active citizenship needs to be involved. Although the 

articles about female ex-combatants in Sri Lanka do not mention the social capital of grassroots conflict 

transformation, the presence of the women in the news media is educating the public about their roles in post-

conflict Sri Lanka. 

 Reintegration should involve three main themes: social, economic and political (Barakat and Ozerdem, 

2005: 230). Social reintegration involves psychologically assessing ex-combatants in order to understand their 

motivations for conflict. The newspaper articles report on counselling which was provided for ex-combatants, 

“they are psychosocially supported through counselling and mentorship systems to improve emotional 

resilience” (Unattributed, 2015g). The triggers for conflict are frequently socio-economic inequalities, therefore 

to perpetuate peace and prevent individuals from re-joining armed groups, the original frustrations and 

exclusions must be confronted. The government’s failure to provide a comprehensive reintegration process can 

be the thread which unravels the entire peace-building initiative. If ex-combatants are not successfully 

reintegrated, they are at risk of returning to their former combatant lives and undoing all the good work so far. 

Also, community sensitisation is required in order for ex-combatants to be received into local society. 

Reintegration is a two-way system and the government’s responsibility is to be the buffer and facilitator 

between the former combatant and the recipient community.  

 In the context of Sri Lanka, the news media appear to act as mediator and catalyst for the female ex-

combatants and the community. The rehabilitation programmes are frequently mentioned which fosters the 

connection between former fighters and peace and sensitises the community to the presence of returning 

female ex-combatants. For example, the Daily News writes, 

[t]he rehabilitation authorities have conducted several public awareness programmes for the villagers 

and religious leaders to set the ground to welcome the rehabilitated ex-Tigers…We have to intervene 

to make safe environs for the released ex-Tigers (Unattributed, 2012n).  
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The pairing is cultivating a different image for these women so that they are no longer seen in relation to past 

violence in the LTTE, but instead they are seen as going through a pacifying and neutralising transformation to 

create peaceful citizens who are indoctrinated with the values of domestic home life (this will be discussed 

further in the theme Gender Representation). 

Economic reintegration offers a sustainable livelihood with scope for future development in order to 

provide an alternative to a life of crime or combat. A stable occupation and income means less likelihood of 

returning to armed groups, as a “livelihood vacuum” (Colletta and Kostner, 2004: 171) may cause discontented 

and idle people to turn to criminality in order to make ends meet. Whilst participating in an armed group, 

combatants are provided with a salary, shelter and food. By truncating this arrangement, ex-combatants may 

feel disconnected without the security of an income. The alternate employment must match an individual’s 

needs and aspirations, plus be a lucrative and attractive livelihood. To improve an ex-combatant’s chance of 

achieving meaningful employment, skills training should be provided. The newspapers report on how, “t]he ex-

combatants were given vocational skills training- mechanical skills, information technology, agriculture, animal 

husbandry, food processing, handicrafts, carpentry and construction under the rehabilitation program” 

(Unattributed, 2015g).  Most importantly, there needs to be jobs for the trainees to earn a living and become 

contributors to their community. Successful reintegration programmes must provide training for demand-driven 

marketable skills, thus comprehensive research in the employment sector is required. However, this entails 

more funding from donors for an extended time which could result in donor fatigue. DDR programmes promote 

peace-building if there is the provision of post-training positions which are crucial for ex-combatants to utilise 

their newly learned skills, earn a living and ‘keep the peace’. Reintegration is the pivot on which the peace-

building process rests, “[l]ong-term reintegration ultimately is the yardstick by which the success of a DDR 

programme is measured” (Colletta et al., 1996: 18). If it fails, everything can regress back to conflict and put the 

entirety of the process in jeopardy. For reintegration to be effective, it needs to be a holistic coordinated 

approach with emphasis on social, educational and vocational support to ex-combatants (Spear, 2006: 68). 

Disarmament and demobilisation create peace, but reintegration is the key to sustaining peace.  

Reintegration must go further than simply reinserting ex-combatants into society with a certificate and 

toolkit. As Sierra Leone’s reintegration programme has demonstrated, long-term objectives and procedures 

must be in place to take the ex-combatant from training to a meaningful and productive role in society. If this is 
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neglected, ex-combatants cannot integrate and are marginalised without means of employment or self-

improvement. This simply perpetuates the cycle which fuelled the conflict in the first place.     

 Ex-combatants’ reintegration gives rise to security and stability. These conditions are required for 

progress in human development, which in turn is a “prerequisite for sustainable peacebuilding” (Kingma, 2013: 

188). The international community must incentivise companies to invest in post-conflict societies. However, 

there is hesitation due to the lack of security. Reintegration depends on economic infrastructure,  thus 

“[e]conomic stagnation and a lack of infrastructure creation” (Ginifer, 2003: 51) may hinder reintegration. The 

newspapers report on the rehabilitation programmes, therefore, from the articles it seems that money has been 

invested in order to pay for the skills training for the ex-combatants. Moreover, small soft loans are given to the 

former combatants in order to start up their own businesses (if they should so wish).  

 Political involvement gives a voice to the people and this allows grievances and realities on the ground 

to be vocalised which can then be verbalised in the political arena. This needs to be realised at both micro and 

macro-levels in order to aid democracy and self-governance. There is one article reporting on Thamilini, a former 

LTTE women’s political wing commander (who was a member of the Tamil National Alliance (TNA), a party which 

represents the Tamil minority), running for office, she “has applied for the UPFA [United People's Freedom 

Alliance] nominations for the upcoming Northern Provincial Council elections to be held in September” 

(Unattributed, 2013i). However, in this article Thamilini does not speak for herself about her motivations for 

entering politics, and generally the portrayals in the articles cover how the female ex-combatants are returning 

to ‘ordinary’ civilian life. For example, the Sunday Observer declares,  

Q: A substantial number of female ex-combatants were also rehabilitated. Are any of them included in 
your list of candidates? 
A: Most of them have returned to family life, therefore it has not been possible to include them in our 
list of candidates. But they remain our supporters. However, in the future, due representation will be 
given to them in all political activities (Unattributed, 2015h). 

In this article, female ex-combatants are depicted as having returned to domesticity rather than becoming 

politically active. This could be interpreted as politics coming second after family in the post-conflict period, 

whereas during conflict political violence was chosen over family commitments. Or, it could be understood as 

‘punishment’ for women who dared to step into the political arena in the first place, thus they are banished back 

to their ‘rightful’ domestic sphere. Political parties not supporting women as candidates is a huge barrier to 

them entering politics. 
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 In contrast, the male former Tiger Rasiah Kirubakaran Kadhir, the administrative chief of the political 

party Crusaders for Democracy (CFD) is given ample space to explain the primary goals of the party in the Sunday 

Observer, 

Q: What prompted you to found a political party and contest the polls? 
A: Aside from the rapid economic decline, society is also degenerating with increasing incidents of rape, 
violence, drug addiction, murder and other anti-social activities. Political parties representing the 
Northern people are responsible for the deteriorating situation because they did not take any 
meaningful steps to arrest the situation and restore law and order. Our main objective is to work hand 
in hand with the administrative and law enforcement authorities to completely eradicate lawlessness 
and mobilise all sources and avenues, including assistance of the civil society organisations, for the 
economic uplift of the community. 
Q: As rehabilitated LTTE ex-combatants, you are now aspiring parliamentary representation on behalf 
of your people. The TNA has already been representing the people and, in some respects, they too hold 
the same stand as the LTTE on many crucial issues, including Tamil nationalism, the right for self-
determination and political solution with wider powers. When you are returned to Parliament, will you 
take a stand overruling the TNA and also the provincial administration? 
A: The TNA is our own party, it is our house built by us. We do not think that there would be clashes on 
our main political ideologies. 
Q: Being ex-combatants you are now entering democratic politics. What are your plans to convince the 
sections of the Southern political forces that you, as well as your other colleagues, are committed to 
democracy and development? 
A: Our demands and the aspirations of the Tamils were quietened after May 2009. Our first priority will 
be building up mutual trust with the South and convincing these political forces that there will be no 
‘re-emergence of terrorism’ under any circumstances in the future. We will work on the basis of trust 
and compromise towards achieving our demands and aspirations of the Tamils. The TNA is not bold 
enough to put forward these demands. They are treading the path of destruction. It will be our duty to 
lead the people and party in the right direction. 

(Unattributed, 2015h) 

Kirubakaran’s words convey a sense of having relinquished violent means in favour of political participation for 

the sake of Tamil representation in government. However, the journalist is highlighting the common ground 

between the CFD and the LTTE. As the Sunday Observer is a state-owned newspaper, the conflation of the 

political party and the terrorist organisation portrays an image of fragility, as at any moment the commitment 

to peace and democracy could shatter and the LTTE would resume its terrorist campaign, if the CFD could not 

achieve its aspirations for the Tamil population.  

 Having outlined the requirements of rehabilitation, the treatment of rehabilitation in the newspaper 

articles is addressed. In Sri Lanka, the high presence of articles talking about female ex-combatants’ 

rehabilitation acts as a sensitisation measure, where news consumers are exposed to former combatants in a 

neutralised state, rather than through charged discourse. As discourse is language which is used in a social 

context for a purpose, critical discourse analysis of the framing of the former combatants and rehabilitation 

demystifies the strengthening of the association between the two in language. Language is not a neutral and 
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transparent medium which reflects reality, thus the representation of the rehabilitated female ex-combatant is 

a constructive practice, as language plays a key role in the construction of reality. 

 Semiotic analysis of the language of the sign of ‘rehabilitation’ and its signifiers ‘rehabilitated’, 

‘rehabilitate’ and so on, uncovers the common-sense denotation of helping the female ex-combatant to 

reintegrate into civilian society after her time in a paramilitary group; and denaturalises the connotation of re-

education and restoration of Tamil patriarchal family values. The sign of rehabilitation and its pervasiveness 

signifies a return to tradition which may be comforting for readers. Of course, this meaning-making is the 

prerogative of the researcher. Moreover, the sign of rehabilitation is polysemic and it meaning is malleable and 

variable due to the interaction between the text and the reader (Weber, 1996: 3). Meaning is created by the 

reader through the dialogic interaction between the author’s context of production, the text itself and the 

reader’s context of reception which is influenced by life experiences, societal, historical and cultural aspects, 

and intertextuality (Weber, 1996: 3). Thus, the researcher’s interpretation is valid. 

What follows is the comparative analysis of the treatment of the theme of rehabilitation in the 

privately-owned newspapers and state-owned newspapers, beginning with the former. 

6.3.1 Privately-owned Newspapers 

The first privately owned newspaper to be examined is the Daily Financial Times. The word frequency query for 

all the articles in the Daily Financial Times shows that ‘rehabilitation’ is ranked as the fourth most common word 

in both the stemmed and exact matches word frequency theories. These can be accessed at tables 69 and 70 in 

the Appendix. The newspapers mention ‘rehabilitation’ and its stems 239 times, and 185 times in the exact 

mentions. It is ranked after ‘sri’, ‘lanka’ and ‘ltte’. The need for rehabilitation is noted, “[o]ur research shows 

that the rehabilitation process in Sri Lanka was relatively successful” (Unattributed, 2015b). Plus, the newspaper 

reports on the skills provided through the rehabilitation programmes, 

[t]he ex-combatants were given vocational skills training- mechanical skills, information technology, 
agriculture, animal husbandry, food processing, handicrafts, carpentry and construction under the 
rehabilitation program while they are psychosocially supported through counselling and mentorship 
system to improve emotional resilience (Unattributed, 2015g).   

However, the newspaper also highlights issues which have arisen post-rehabilitation, 

[f]inally, war widows, ex combatants [sic], disabled people in the north, and unemployed youth are all 
crying out for help. Northern society is in complete disarray with high rates of violence against women, 
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drugs and alcoholism. Livelihoods and economic empowerment programs do not exist in most places 
and if they do, they are unimaginative and only convey minimal skills (Coomaraswamy, 2015). 

Furthermore, the jobs market is found wanting post-rehabilitation, 

[w]e had lots of food during rehabilitation, but nothing else of use to us, Manimekala, from Jayanthi 
Nagar in Killinochchi [sic] said. During the time we were with the Tigers, we were not jobless, we had 
something to do. Now nothing, no jobs, how can we live like that, said the 34-year-old woman who 
spent several years as a cadre and surrendered during the final stages (Unattributed, 2015m). 

But back at home after undergoing a year-long rehabilitation which helped them to brush up their 
hidden talents and skills, for many the road of life is still bumpy with many socio- economic hardships. 
With a high unemployment rate, social stigma, disabilities due to battle field injuries, poor educational 
qualifications and poor mental stability, they struggle to earn a decent living six years after the end of 
the 30-year-long war on terrorism. Finding a job has become their main problem (Unattributed, 2015g). 

The issue which the privately-owned newspaper draws attention to is that once the ex-combatants leave 

rehabilitation, the Government of Sri Lanka has not created provisions for jobs to cater for the newly skilled 

trainees, “unemployment is a major problem for them” (Unattributed, 2015g). As the example of Sierra Leone 

has shown, ex-combatants must have the opportunity for meaningful employment in order to prevent the 

renewal of conflict. However, in Sri Lanka, according to this newspaper, female ex-combatants have been 

provided with training, but then left to their own devices in order to procure livelihoods, which is not proving 

successful. By communicating this information to readers, the newspaper is informing society about the 

responsibility of the Sri Lankan Government post-rehabilitation, and, possibly spotlighting the onus of the 

community to actively employ former combatants so that they do not re-ignite the LTTE.   

 Another issue highlighted by the newspaper is that the banality of civilian life is acting as a possible 

recruitment tool for the rekindling of violence, 

[t]hough they may have been reintegrated some have reported that their sense of significance and 
excitement as cadres in the LTTE was greater than their sense of significance in the jobs they were give 
(e.g. as translators) (Unattributed, 2015b). 

There is a recognition in this newspaper that in order to sustain a peaceful society, the female former 

combatants must be retrained but also must be able to procure jobs and have meaningful livelihoods. 

 As the Daily Financial Times is a privately-owned newspaper, and not maintained by the Government 

of Sri Lanka, it has more freedom to portray the downsides to rehabilitation, rather than playing the public 

relations role for the Government’s public image. It does portray the positives for rehabilitation, but also the 

challenges to success which have arisen. 

 The next newspaper to be discussed is the Daily Mirror. The Daily Mirror is a privately-owned 

newspaper. Its ranking for rehabilitation is sixth in the stemmed words word frequency query (494 mentions), 
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and ninth in the exact matches word frequency query (356 mentions) (tables 71 and 72 in the Appendix). The 

words which are used more frequently are ‘ltte’, ‘sri’, ‘lanka’, and ‘tamils’ which was expected. However, 

‘thamilini’, the name of a female former combatant is fifth (in both word frequency queries). Unlike the other 

newspapers, this is the only instance where a named individual woman ranks highly. This newspaper is 

individualising the female ex-cadre whereas the other newspapers did not. The attention given to this particular 

woman may cause her to represent the entirety of the female ex-combatant population.  

 In earlier articles, the Daily Mirror positively portrayed the rehabilitation programme as a necessary 

process which was beneficial to the entire community, rather than only to the ex-combatants themselves. The 

newspaper described the longevity of rehabilitation which is fundamental to security and stability by retraining 

former combatants and supplying meaningful livelihoods. The help given to the ex-cadres is depicted in such a 

way as to persuade the readers to support them, rather than seeing them as benefiting from war or being 

rewarded for terrorism. 

Around 1000 former LTTE fighters in the East would be reintegrated into society helping them in ways 
and means to find new livelihood in a project funded by the United States government. The US Agency 
for International Development (USAID) officially launched a new programme to help former fighters in 
the East reintegrate into society, providing equipment and supplies to start their own small businesses. 
USAID, the development agency of the US Government, is funding the two-year pilot project to 
facilitate the reintegration of 1000 former fighters in Trincomalee, Batticaloa and Ampara districts. The 
project, implemented by the International Organization for Migration (IOM), is part of USAID's larger 
efforts to increase human security and stability in the Eastern Province by working with local 
communities as well as returning ex-combatants. Rebecca Cohn, USAID Mission Director stated: ‘This 
project will play an important role in helping post-conflict communities return to normalcy by creating 
opportunities for former fighters to get the training and support they need to start new lives and build 
secure futures. With this support, these men and women have the chance to change their lives, set new 
goals, and dream new dreams.’ The project provides information and counselling to former fighters, 
referring them to vocational training, psycho-social support and employment opportunities. 
Community members were much appreciative of this effort. One seamstress said: ‘We can benefit from 
these sewing machines because we can work at home.’ Another fisherman said, ‘Thanks to USAID for 
the training and for giving us an opportunity to improve our lives.’ To date, the project has registered 
nearly 400 former fighters, referring some to training and providing others with livelihood support. 
Profiling of an additional 395 ex-combatants is underway (Unattributed, 2009c). 

 Moreover, the newspaper reported on the education opportunities provided for former combatants,  

[a] hundred and eight former LTTE cadres who are presently being rehabilitated would be sitting for 
the upcoming G.C.E. (A/L) exam in August, Commissioner General of Rehabilitation, Major General 
Sudantha Ranasinghe said yesterday. He said that more than 50 percent of rehabilitated former cadres 
had passed the G.C.E. (O/L) exam that was held last December. He said that now most of them were 
busy studying for the G.C.E. (A/L) examination after they were released following rehabilitation. MG 
Ranasinghe also revealed that a special dress designing course had been started for 109 women, who 
had been former LTTE cadres, who were presently in rehabilitation centres in the north and east. 
Meanwhile, another batch of 600 former LTTE cadres who had been rehabilitated would be released in 
the first week of July in Vavuniya, he said. Major General Sudantha Ranasignhe said that all ex – 
combatants [sic] currently in the rehabilitation centres would be reintegrated into society by the end 
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of the year. According to the Commissioner General only 3,500 former cadres were still to be 
rehabilitated at seven rehabilitation centres in the North and East (Unattributed, 2011a). 

 However, in later years following the end of the conflict, negative portrayals of the friction caused in 

communities by returning ex-combatants is depicted, “[t]hese rehabilitees feel that the villages they returned 

to were never sensitised to accommodate former combatants” (Unattributed, 2015m). Moreover, the social 

stigma of having served in the LTTE is preventing former combatants from gaining employment,  

[h]e also recounted the difficulties faced by former cadres because of their past affiliations. A teacher 
who served in a school for eight years before she joined the LTTE went to the school to get an 
employment certificate. The Principal refused because she served with the Tigers…Six years since the 
war ended, the rehabilitees are fighting new battles. The biggest issue they have right now is 
acceptance - to be accepted as ordinary people (Unattributed, 2015m). 

In the earlier articles, the stories explained how important acceptance from the community and meaningful 

employment were to the former combatants themselves, but also to the security and stability of all Sri Lankans. 

The later articles report on how the acceptance has not materialised, but the impact of this lack of acceptance 

is not articulated. In order to communicate the magnitude of tolerating former combatants the articles could 

explain how normalcy is at stake, but also the economic benefits of having them in employment. 

 Further interpretation of the articles is performed using semiotic analysis. The signifier ‘rehabilitation' 

stands for neutralisation, and the denotation of this sign is that the former combatants have been 

decommissioned and deactivated. The connotation of this is that they no longer pose a threat to post-conflict 

Sri Lanka. In the context of female ex-combatants, the newspapers are representing them in such a way as to 

espouse the values of peace journalism. Attention is being paid to peace-building activities, that is rehabilitation; 

and the benefits of accepting ex-combatants are explained. The ‘us versus them’ paradigm is absent, this may 

be due to Sri Lanka’s conflict ending in a victor’s peace, thus to employ this paradigm would be overkill and 

unnecessary, as the ‘them’ in the dichotomy have been nullified. 

 The final independent newspaper is the Sunday Times (tables 73 and 74 in Appendix). Unlike the other 

newspapers, rehabilitation is 85th in the stemmed words word frequency query (four mentions), and 260th in the 

exact matches query (four mentions). The content analyses of all the newspapers shows the low number of 

articles referring to rehabilitation in the Sunday Times is atypical, in comparison to the other newspapers. As 

there is a lesser emphasis on rehabilitation, it is of lower importance to this newspaper. One reference to 

rehabilitation states the number of former combatants who have been rehabilitated by the government, 
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the government had speedily resettled almost all internally displaced persons, that out of 
approximately 12,000 LTTE excombatants [sic] who have been reintegrated into society, all but 114 are 
undergoing rehabilitation, and 84 are under legal proceedings (Unattributed, 2014a). 

Moreover, the newspaper reports positively on how the government has provided post-rehabilitation 

employment for the ex-combatants, “we have…rehabilitated them providing employment for some of them in 

the police and the Civil Defence Corps and provided them with suitable livelihoods” (Unattributed, 2014i). This 

privately-owned newspaper is deferential to the Government of Sri Lanka, which was unexpected, and it praises 

the post-rehabilitation preparations for the ex-combatants. However, as there are only three articles about 

rehabilitation and female former cadres, robust conclusions cannot be made. 

 In summary, the Daily Financial Times and the Daily Mirror are critical, although not cynical about the 

Government’s role in rehabilitation. Following the guidance of solutions journalism which is described as the 

“rigorous reporting about how people are responding to social problems” (McCann, 2016), the articles are 

constructively evaluating the success of the rehabilitation programmes, rather than wholly disparaging them. 

The social problems in this context are the lack of suitable jobs for rehabilitated ex-combatants, and the stigma 

they face when returning to the community. In these articles, the newspapers are giving visibility to the 

marginalised sections of society, which are female ex-cadres, and bringing their plight to the attention of the 

readers. At the crux of this representation, is the affirmation from the newspapers that peace depends on the 

acceptance of this social group, thus the responsibility lies with the community as well as with the ex-combatants 

themselves, and the government. 

 Now the state-owned newspapers’ treatment of rehabilitation is explained. 

6.3.2 State-owned Newspapers 

The first state-owned newspaper to be considered is the Daily News (tables 75 and 76 in Appendix). Its coverage 

of rehabilitation programmes is positive. In the word frequency query of stemmed words (Table 75 in Appendix), 

‘rehabilitation’ is ranked sixth (580 mentions), and in the exact matches query, the word is seventh (377 

mentions). Like the Daily Financial Times and the Daily Mirror, ‘sri’, ‘lanka’ and ‘ltte’ are ranked first, second and 

third. However, the words ‘tamils’ and ‘wars’ are fourth and fifth respectively, which is expected due to the 

nature of the articles which have been searched, that is, the articles are about Tamil female ex-combatants who 

were involved in the civil war. As the Daily News is a state-owned newspaper, the mentioning of the war may 
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be to portray the ideology of the Tamil Tigers as aggressors and the Sri Lankan Government forces as defenders. 

As ideology is a way of perceiving reality (Bignell, 2002: 24), the newspaper is espousing an ideology that the 

LTTE were the perpetrators of war, and this ideology is constructed through language in order to appear as 

natural common-sense and transparently factual. This ideology serves the purposes of the Government of Sri 

Lanka, as the civil war culminated in a victor’s peace. This dominant ideology is challenged by the presence of 

dissenting journalists and non-state sponsored newspapers, which would explain the persecution that 

journalists face in Sri Lanka. 

 In contrast to the Daily Financial Times and the Daily Mirror, the Daily News praises the rehabilitation 

programmes completely for continuing to help female ex-combatants after they have undergone rehabilitation,  

[o]ur responsibility doesn't end after reintegration. We educate them to accommodate those who are 
released after rehabilitation. The rehabilitation authorities have conducted several public awareness 
programmes for the villagers and religious leaders to set the ground to welcome the rehabilitated ex-
Tigers. Still they hate them and the villagers who are resettled don't want them in their midst. We have 
to intervene to make safe environs for the released ex-Tigers (Unattributed, 2012n). 

In addition, the newspaper reports on how they have been given support for independence, “[t]he rehabilitation 

of ex-LTTE cadres has been progressing. They have been re-integrated into society while providing assistance 

for them to stand by their own” (Unattributed, 2013o). Moreover, the employment which female ex-combatants 

have procured is praised, 

[m]any female Tigers are reunited with their families today and are engaged in self-employment 
programmes or working in garment factories after the completion of the rehabilitation process. Over 
400 rehabilitated ex-LTTE female cadres are now employed at a well-known apparel factory in Southern 
Sri Lanka (Unattributed, 2012n). 

The ideologies of the state and independent newspapers are in conflict with each other and this is visible in the 

language constructing different realities, the independent newspapers criticising the abandonment of female 

ex-combatants post-rehabilitation, and the state-owned newspaper lauding the government’s investment in 

employment opportunities for former comrades.  

 The final state-owned newspaper to be discussed is the Sunday Observer (tables 77 and 78 in Appendix). 

Its word frequency queries for stemmed words and exact matches show that ‘rehabilitation’ is fifth with (344 

mentions stemmed words and 227 mentions exact mentions). Like the Daily Financial Times, the Daily Mirror 

and the Daily News, ‘sri’, ‘ltte’, ‘lanka’ and ‘tamils’ are high up in the word frequency table. This is expected due 

to the nature of the articles. This newspaper praises the outcomes of rehabilitation, “Rasiah Kirubakaran 

explains the 180degree [sic] turn the rehabilitated ex-Tigers have taken in forming Crusaders for Democracy and 
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contesting the August 17 polls” (Unattributed, 2015h); and, “[a]fter the rehabilitation period they [female child 

ex-soldiers] were really happy” (Unattributed, 2010c). The rehabilitation’s transformative nature has caused 

Tigers to reject political violence in favour of standing for election, 

six years ago, when a brutal war came to an even more brutal end, few looking into crystal balls would 
have dared predict the metamorphosis that now sees the Tigers not only rehabilitated but also entering 
mainstream politics (Unattributed, 2015h). 

The Sunday Observer deems the government responsible for bringing peace through rehabilitation, 

[t]oday, citizens of Sri Lanka can live without fear of terrorist attacks. Not only that, the Government 
keeping its promises, resettled within the space of 2 years over 260,000 displaced persons and 
rehabilitated over 11,600 ex-combatants. These are significant achievements for a country coming out 
of 30 years of conflict. Just because it has been done, does not mean it was done easily. The 
Government spent significant resources and efforts to make these achievements possible together with 
assistance from friends in the international community. The Government also made meaningful efforts 
regarding reconciliation, as seen through the appointment of the LLRC [Lessons Learnt and 
Reconciliation Commission] and the release of its Report and also through discussions it initiated with 
the TNA and the appointment of the Parliamentary Select Committee on Reconciliation. However, the 
humanitarian operation and the rescue of approximately 300,000 civilians and 11,500 ex-combatants 
and their subsequent resettlement in record time made it very difficult for the LTTE diaspora to 
continue to claim that the Government was holding Tamil civilians behind barbed wires in 
‘concentration camps’. If you look at international media reporting at the time following the end of the 
conflict, you will see all sorts of accusations against the Government which were all proved to be false 
in the end. For example there were stories that there was no access to NGOs and UN to the welfare 
camps, 1,000 people were dying a day, no access to media, women were being raped. None of these 
things were true and the people have been resettled. The only delays were due to the huge de-mining 
effort that the Government had to undertake which delayed the process of resettlement (Unattributed, 
2012l). 

As the newspaper is state-sponsored, the newspaper’s positive portrayal of the Government’s rehabilitation 

programmes is espousing the ‘true’ version of events that have been reported incorrectly by other media. Using 

Bignell’s (2002) adaption of Barthes’ (1973) approach to ideology and speech, this newspaper is deemed to be 

attempting to promote one way of thinking and dismissing all other alternatives as untrue (2002: 23). This serves 

the ideological purposes of the Government by representing them as the noble bringers of peace, who are being 

defamed by international media. The newspaper representation has an ideological role in which it 

communicates the socio-political message that emphasises the Government’s constructive role in deactivating 

female combatants, whilst denigrating oppositional news media reports. 

 The newspaper further disparages the LTTE, “[o]ne should not forget that the child soldiers deployed 

by the LTTE had no access to education at all and their rehabilitation essentially includes a literacy aspect” 

(Unattributed, 2011h). The overall message from the Sunday Observer is pro-government, and this fits neatly 

with it being state-owned.  
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 Additionally, the Sunday Observer writes that the local community facilitated rehabilitation 

programmes, “training programs were mainly carried out with assistance received locally” (Unattributed, 

2010h). Like the Daily News, the Sunday Observer shows how the Government is helping to reintegrate female 

former cadres. 

 In summary of the state-owned newspapers, they are pro-government and offer a cohesive sycophantic 

account of the Government’s role in rehabilitation. As the purpose of journalism is to hold governments to 

account, the blanket praise of the Government of Sri Lanka is alarming and rings false. A balanced approach 

which provided sources from various backgrounds may have created a more robust argument, but currently the 

coverage of female ex-combatants and rehabilitation appears one-dimensional. 

 Having analysed each newspaper with regards to rehabilitation, a summary of the findings is made. 

6.3.3 Summary 

Language is one of the vehicles that communicates reality, but it also plays a significant role in the construction 

of this reality. The perception of the experience of rehabilitation is constructed by the language in the texts used 

to relay information about it. All the newspapers apart from the Sunday Times feature rehabilitation extensively 

in the articles about female ex-combatants, and its pervasiveness indicates importance. This framework informs 

readers about the need for rehabilitation for sustainable peace. However, state-owned and independent 

newspapers have different interpretations of rehabilitation. The former report on the success of the 

Government of Sri Lanka’s programmes, whereas the latter highlight the stigma faced by ex-cadres who cannot 

gain meaningful employment (although the Sunday Times is a privately-owned newspaper and its articles are 

laudatory about the Government’s role in rehabilitation, it only contains four mentions of rehabilitation and six 

articles coded at the node ‘rehabilitation’, thus a robust conclusion cannot be made about its stance on the 

Government of Sri Lanka. The only conclusion that can be made is that rehabilitation is not considered as 

newsworthy to it as to the other newspapers). As the meaning of rehabilitation is communicated by society, this 

differs between social groups. Both state and independent newspapers communicate the importance of 

rehabilitation, but they differ on its success and impact on communities and former combatants. The reality 

constructed by state newspapers is that of a perfect and effective rehabilitation where ex-combatants are fully 
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incorporated back into society as welcome members. However, the reality of the independent news media sheds 

light on weaknesses of the Government rehabilitation. 

 As framing in the news media acts as standard for assessing and judging, in the independent 

newspapers, rehabilitation is assessed as necessary for sustainable peace, but judged as lacking in whether it 

can be maintained for posterity, as former combatants are not being accepted back into communities 

seamlessly. In contrast, the socio-ideological impetus behind the news stories from the state-owned newspapers 

is that of honouring the Government, rather than presenting a balanced representation of rehabilitation. The 

ideology of these newspapers regulates how female ex-combatants and rehabilitation are framed in the news 

media (Goffman, 1986), and as framing influences human consciousness (Entman, 1993: 51-52), this pro-

government framing presents the Government of Sri Lanka as the saviour of female former combatants, which 

curries favour with news consumers. 

The high frequency of stories about the rehabilitation of female ex-combatants is an example of peace 

journalism. Peace journalism makes “peace initiatives…more visible” (Center for Global Peace Journalism, 2015), 

and by reporting on the rehabilitation of female former combatants so frequently, this is making peace-building 

a part of the narrative of post-conflict Sri Lanka. Rehabilitation of ex-combatants is a significant facet of peace-

building, and by reporting on it, the news media is “giving peace a chance” (Lynch, 2008). Peace must be seen 

to be believed and the news media are changing their focus from violence to peaceful conflict transformation 

(Galtung, 2000: 157). Here, the newspapers are portraying a “solution culture” (Galtung et al., 2002: xvii) which 

is communicating how female ex-combatants are being retrained from agents of violence into beauticians and 

hairdressers. Lynch and McGoldrick write that peace journalism is “when editors and reporters make choices- 

of what stories to report and about how to report them” (2005: 5), and in this context, the ubiquitous use of the 

word “rehabilitated” (and its various stems) is creating a positive narrative about the female ex-combatants, 

which in turn creates a dialogue with vocabulary with which to discuss them. The language utilised is stressing 

the positive aspects of the women and acts as a resource for readers to construct their knowledge about them. 

As social reality is constructed through language (Halliday, 1975), the experience of the female ex-combatants 

is agreeable to readers.  

However, this is problematic, as the positive spin on the rehabilitation programmes is predominantly 

carried out by the pro-government newspapers; even though there are problems with the effectiveness of the 

rehabilitation programmes; and the roles being offered to the former women cadres are all about re-
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domesticating them, they are not being offered political roles, either by the government or the political parties. 

Plus, there is only one article about a female ex-comrade (Thamilini) who has made an effort to enter politics 

(Unattributed, 2013i). It could be argued that while this coverage can be seen to be making “peace 

initiatives…more visible” (Center for Global Peace Journalism, 2015) some of it is wilfully refusing to expose the 

problems with the reconstruction of society post-conflict- and particularly in relation to women. 

 Rehabilitation is concerned with preparing former combatants with career-related training, and social 

skills to ease their reintegration into civil society. Its purpose is to facilitate a peaceful future where ex-

combatants may experience meaningful livelihoods and not be spurred to return to political violence. This theme 

of the future is now dealt with. 

6.4 FUTURE  

In the newspaper articles, there is significant attention given to the ex-combatants’ futures, after having been 

rehabilitated, 

[f]ocused on the future and determined to forge a new path…refuses to talk about the brutal past, the 
bloody finale of the war, or the War Crime endeavours, claiming that as ex-combatants rehabilitated 
by the Sri Lankan Government, they will not comment on such issues as a gesture of gratitude and 
goodwill (Unattributed, 2015h). 

There is identification of the past, yet it is dismissed and instead the newspapers stress the fruitfulness of the 

future. These newspapers are not past-focused or even Janus-faced, but soundly devoted to the future. This 

cogent framing is constructing a new reality for the readers, a reality where the ex-combatants have been 

transformed by rehabilitation.  

 Although the past is acknowledged, it is only done so it can be dismissed, and to encourage society to 

forget the civil war. It is as if to speak of the past is to taint the future. As representation is never neutral, this 

omission of the past in the text is denying its reality. The future-focused discourse is providing language to speak 

about post-conflict Sri Lanka in a carefully crafted dialogue- a dialogue which foregrounds the future and 

downplays the past. As news discourse espouses a certain ideology to its aligned readers, the objective of a 

particular newspaper is to maintain this ideology through discourse, thus the dominant ideology visible in the 

narrative of the future theme governs the discourse. 
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 As news is so often about negative events which threaten stability, or appear to jeopardise the status 

quo, such as Brexit and the European refugee and migrant crises in 2016, 2017 and 2018, the newspapers in Sri 

Lanka are promoting the need to truncate discussions about the past, by consistently using the theme of the 

future as a warning to the endangerment of peace-building.  

 The results of the quantitative content analysis of the articles coded at the node ‘future for former 

combatants’ are shown in the below table. Word frequencies are not used for this concept as it can be expressed 

without the word ‘future’.  

 

Table 29 Sri Lanka Node 'Future for Former Combatants’ 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper ‘Future for Former Combatants’ Node Percentage 

Daily Financial Times 21 50 

Daily Mirror 100 51.81 

Sunday Times 4 23.52 

Independent Total 125 49.6 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 90 46.88 

Sunday Observer 49 59.76 

State-owned Total 139 50.73 

All Newspapers Total 264 50.19 

 

All the newspapers feature a significant amount of articles about the future for former combatants. The 

exception is the Sunday Times, however this newspaper has few articles about female ex-combatants, thus the 

number coded at the node is understandably lower. As stated in the previous theme on rehabilitation, female 

ex-cadres are not considered newsworthy by this newspaper, hence the small number of articles featuring them. 

This theme is broken down into a comparison between the privately-owned and state-owned newspapers, 

beginning with the former. 
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6.4.1 Privately-owned Newspapers 

To begin, the Daily Financial Times, positively advocates the focus on the future, and 50 per cent of its articles 

refer to the future of the female ex-cadres (above Table 29). An article quotes a sign on the notice board of the 

Rehabilitation Commissioner General’s Head Office in Nawala,  “[n]o matter how much time you have wasted 

in the past, you still have an entire tomorrow” (Unattributed, 2015g). A doctrine of hope pervades the articles, 

as the newspaper is putting forward the idea that the past can be left behind. Similarly, this hopefulness is 

present in a testimony from one female ex-combatant, Malathi, “[t]he LTTE taught me to hate people but during 

rehabilitation I learnt to love people. This gave me hope for the future” (Unattributed, 2015g). This sums up the 

representation of the attitude of female former combatants in the newspapers, to look to the future instead of 

ruminating on past deeds. A counsellor, S. Pavanitharan is quoted, “[t]hey have seen only the LTTE, war and 

blood. But during counselling we taught them how to love their lives and dreaming [sic] for a better future” 

(Unattributed, 2015g). This blinkered future-focused has been indoctrinated into the women through their 

rehabilitation process,  

officials of this office have been able to seal off the past of over 12,000 former fighters of the LTTE who 
had wasted their time in the past and rehabilitate them to be peaceful souls who are now aspiring for 
a better tomorrow (Unattributed, 2015g). 

It appears that the purpose of rehabilitation is to compartmentalise the past and truncate it so that it does not 

spill over into Sri Lanka’s peaceful future. The counsellor, S. Pavanitharan who worked with female and male ex-

combatants is quoted, “[w]e talked about family, values, ethics and their rights, but we never talked about their 

past” (Unattributed, 2015g). Rehabilitation seems to promote the forgetting of the past. The Sunday Times 

writes,  

[b]itter memories should be written on sand as they get wiped away. Good experiences should be 
etched on stone to be remembered forever. We know what should be written on sand and forgotten 
and what should be etched in stone and remembered. Forgetting these bitter memories, we have 
pardoned the terrorists who came to kill us and rehabilitated them providing employment for some of 
them in the police and the Civil Defence Corps and provided them with suitable livelihoods. Revenge 
has never been a part of our culture (Unattributed, 2014i). 

There appears to be an anxiety about the residual quality of the past, as though it could impair and endanger 

the future, thus disremembering is advocated for the sake of the future. Moreover, the modality of “should” 

expresses certainty and is indicative of implicit ideology which may be advocating the forgetting of inconvenient 

truths. 
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In relation to the future and forgetting of the past, instead of accountability and prosecution for past 

crimes, the Government of Sri Lanka advocates for rehabilitation as it is “not interested in prosecuting people” 

or in holding former Tiger leaders accountable for past crimes, the Daily Financial Times writes, 

[o]ur policy is rehabilitation and it has been a success for us”…the Government had found rehabilitation 
and reintegration of these former LTTE leaders into the political mainstream was a better way (Bastians, 
2014). 

Furthermore, redemption and forgiveness features in the Sri Lankan newspapers. The Sunday Times reports, 

[f]orgetting these bitter memories, we have pardoned the terrorists who came to kill us and 
rehabilitated them providing employment for some of them in the police and the Civil Defence Corps 
and provided them with suitable livelihoods. Revenge has never been a part of our culture 
(Unattributed, 2014i). 

Moreover, “[t]he people from the border villages who were earlier victims of the LTTE provided them with 

meals” (Unattributed, 2010h). The people who were once targeted by the LTTE combatants have a prevailing 

sense of forgiveness towards their aggressors in post-conflict Sri Lanka.  

 The attitude of forgiveness prevails when the female ex-combatants are re-absorbed back into 

patriarchal society as daughters, mothers and wives. These former Tigresses capable of death and destruction 

are neutralised and brought back to traditional roles where their gender and actions can be controlled, through 

rehabilitation. This redemptive narrative is only bestowed upon the women who are reabsorbed back into the 

constrictive patriarchal role of the demure passive domesticated female. This will be investigated further in the 

next theme on gendered representation. 

 Like the Daily Financial Times, the Daily Mirror also advocates for the future (51.81 per cent of articles 

are coded at the node ‘future for former combatants’, see Table 29) to outshine the past, “[t]he problem was 

not in Thamilini’s past but in what her future course of action would be (Unattributed, 2012g); and, “[t]he more 

important crucial issue is that of the future. Obtaining Freedom [sic] is great but what happens next?” 

(Unattributed, 2013s). The future which is envisioned for the female ex-combatants is a peaceful one, rather 

than one where the Tamil population would be in receipt of equitable representation in the Sri Lankan 

government, “despite the gloom, she is sure of one thing, she does not want to go back to her past. If we can 

live in peace, that is enough” (Unattributed, 2015m). The ultimate goal is not political but domestic, “[t]hey want 

to have peaceful lives with their families” (Unattributed, 2015g). This goal of peace is achieved through the 

transformative nature of rehabilitation, where they are reborn into “peaceful souls who are now aspiring for a 

better tomorrow” (Unattributed, 2015g). 
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 The Sunday Times has only 23.52 per cent articles coded at ‘future for former combatants’ (Table 29), 

which shows that this theme is not as relevant as the other newspapers. However, there are only 17 articles 

from the Sunday Times which are about female ex-combatants, thus the only conclusion that can be made is 

that these women are not interesting material for this newspaper. 

 Now the state-owned newspapers’ treatment of the future is examined in the following section. 

6.4.2 State-owned Newspapers 

The state-owned newspapers, the Daily News and the Sunday Observer are both laudatory about the future 

prospects that rehabilitation has provided for former combatants. The Daily News has 46.88 per cent of articles, 

and the Sunday Observer has 59.76 per cent, coded at the node ‘future for former combatants’ (Table 29). The 

two newspapers present biased depictions of the Tamil ex-combatants, “misguided…women” (Unattributed, 

2012r) and  

[t]alk to them…you will realise they don’t harbour the LTTE’s day dream- Eelam- anymore. They all want 
to be a part of the efforts to bring a new culture and a brighter future for Sri Lanka (Unattributed, 
2010f). 

The pro-government ideology is visible in the signifier of “misguided” which denotes foolishness and connotes 

weakness in the female ex-combatants. And, “day dream” stands for a nebulous and risible delusion. Thus, 

rehabilitation is presented as a necessary saviour for the former combatants, as without it they would have no 

future, 

[t]he end of conflict provided these misguided men and women of Sri Lankan a golden opportunities 
[sic] for them to study and transform into productive citizens…the beneficiaries were given 
opportunities to start a second life…the beneficiaries were given opportunities for them to study and 
transform into productive citizens (Unattributed, 2012r). 

The Daily News constructs rehabilitation as a transformative, and even metamorphic social process which 

creates new industrious citizens. Plus, the Daily News makes it clear that it is the Government of Sri Lanka that 

is responsible for giving the female ex-combatants futures, “[w]e give them life. Although terrorists took away 

their childhood, our vision is to secure their future” (Unattributed, 2009b).  

 Similarly, the Sunday Observer writes that female ex-combatants “should be transformed into persons 

with new hope for a better future and their contribution to a social, cultural and economic renewal for the nation 

must be secured” (Unattributed, 2009a). The discourse of being born again, “start new lives and build secure 

futures” (Unattributed, 2009i), and “start a new life free of violence…they are aspiring  to lead a peaceful life to 
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make a brighter future for them” (Unattributed, 2010f) has religious redemptive undertones, where one can be 

forgiven for past needs and begin a new life afresh. Like the privately-owned newspapers, the future envisaged 

for the female former cadres is peaceful, “[w]e want them to lead a comfortable and a peaceful life in the areas 

they belong to” (Unattributed, 2010h). 

 Moreover, the emancipatory and fecund nature of rehabilitation is visible in the Daily News, “[d]oors 

are now open for them to make their future a success” (Unattributed, 2011k), and Sunday Observer, “bright 

future of the country”  (Unattributed, 2011n). Plus, the Daily News, reports on how female ex-combatants who 

have been rehabilitated, are representing Sri Lanka in the first Asian Sitting Volleyball Championship in Beijing,  

[t]he 12 member team was selected a month ago included three rehabilitated war victim former LTTE 
women soldiers who will represent the country in Sri Lanka’s first ever international tournament of this 
sport (Unattributed, 2011c). 

Opportunities not only for female former combatants but for disabled ex-cadres have been provided for the 

women. 

 Like the privately-owned newspapers, the sub-theme of forgetting is also evident in the state-owned 

newspaper, the Daily News. It underscores the need to forget the past in order to move on, “[p]resently most 

of the rehabilitated former cadres are ready to forget the past and start a new life” (Unattributed, 2011k). As 

the newspaper reports on the act of censoring the past, it is communicating to the reader that he/she must not 

speak about the past for the sake of the future. There appears to be an uneasiness of verbalising any experience 

of the conflict. As language is crucial in the construction of reality, the act of talking about the conflict brings it 

into being. Although this research rejects the Saussurean idealist model which denies that the world exists 

outside language (Chandler, 2007: 63), it does accept that the mediation of the Sri Lankan conflict may cause it 

to be misrepresented, that is, its representation would be non-analogous with the newspaper’s ideology. This is 

particularly poignant in Sri Lanka with its ethno-national divide, and the corresponding dissonant narratives.   

 What follows is a summary of the theme of Future. 

6.4.3 Summary 

In all of the newspapers, both privately and state-owned, religious under-tones are evident in the sub-themes 

of hope, forgiveness, redemption, revenge, peace and salvation, where the former combatants wish to “start 

new lives and build secure futures” (Unattributed, 2009i). The news media representation of the hope for the 
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future which the female ex-combatants have, mirrors the Biblical verses, “[f]or I know the thoughts that I think 

toward you, says Yahweh, thoughts of peace, and not of evil, to give you hope and a future” (Jeremiah 29:11), 

and “He gives hope to the poor and silences the wicked” (Job 5:16). Forgiveness in the newspapers depends on 

the acceptance of female ex-combatants, and in the Bible, forgiveness is contingent on forbearance,  

[b]e tolerant with one another and forgive one another whenever any of you has a complaint against 
someone else. You must forgive one another just as the Lord has forgiven you (Colossians 3:13). 

The newspapers’ promotion of forgetting past atrocities and ‘wiping the slate clean’ is pivotal for redemption. 

This appears to be based on the Bible’s teaching, “I have blotted out your transgressions like a cloud and your 

sins like mist; return to me, for I have redeemed you” (Isaiah 44:22). The redemption of the female ex-

combatants is possible due to the conversion they undergo during rehabilitation, “[s]o get rid of your old self, 

which made you live as you used to- the old self that was being destroyed by its deceitful desires” (Ephesians 

4:22). The transformation of violent combatants to peaceful civilians is manifest in the quotation from Nimal 

Weerasekara the Rehabilitation Officer of the Economic, Social and Welfare Coordinating Centre in Kilinochchi, 

I can give a 1,000% assurance that none of these girls and boys will take up arms again. They are living 
very peaceful happy lives as there is no war for them to die. If someone is trying to disrupt the peace, 
they will be the first to inform the Army. They just want jobs to earn a living (Unattributed, 2015g). 

Connected to forgiveness and redemption is the opposite action of revenge. The quotation, “revenge has never 

been a part of our culture” (Unattributed, 2014i) is ideologically charged with religion, as observed in, “[t]he 

Lord will take revenge and punish them…” (Deuteronomy 32:35); and, “[n]ever take revenge, my friends, but 

instead let God’s anger do it. For the scripture says, ‘I will take revenge, I will pay back, says the Lord’” (Romans 

11:19).  

 Furthermore, not only Christianity’s concept of redemption is evident in the news media, but also 

Buddhism’s notion is promoted in the Daily News. The title: “Emphasis on Retribution Alien to Buddhist Concept 

of Reconciliation- GL” (Unattributed, 2012d), frames the positive intended reading of the article, 

[t]he retributive theory of punishment…finds no support in Buddhist texts. The axiom of an eye for an 
eye, a tooth for a tooth, is basically incompatible with the essence of Buddhist teaching. The collective 
wrath of society should not be the motivation for dealing with an offender and regarding him as an 
outcast. On the contrary, the view advocated by Buddhism is that the imperfection of human nature, 
which leads to blameworthy behaviour, is always capable of being improved and refined to serve 
society as a whole and to add to its strength. Prof. Peiris laid stress on a principle underpinning the 
approach to reconciliation in the Buddhist scriptures. Reconciliation, as expounded in the Buddhist 
doctrine, requires that enmity and rancour arising from events in the past, should not be allowed to 
spill over into the present and the future. There is a point at which the anguish of the past has to be 
left behind, and the emphasis transferred to the pursuit of harmony and good relations in the present, 
and the future…The idea of vengeance is at variance with the promotion of goodwill and the spirit of 
rapprochement, which lie at the core of reconciliation. Buddhism strongly discourages judgmental 
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postures, he continued. The assuaging of wounded feelings by the principal means of imposition of 
penal sanctions, and the infliction of pain in return for pain, is counterproductive. According to Buddhist 
teaching, far from resolving problems, this approach leads to the aggravation and prolonging of conflict, 
he observed. Prof. Peiris cited a range of Buddhist texts to illustrate these points. The Minister referred 
to several instances where the Buddha mediated in solving conflicts - for example, between the Shakyas 
and the Koliyas with regard to the sharing of water, and between the Licchavi Princes. The crucial nature 
of participatory values, integral to reconciliation, is exemplified by the Buddha's exhortation to the 
feuding Licchavi Princes- that the path to reconciliation lies in meeting, discussing and dispersing in 
peace. Buddhism also stresses the societal, as opposed to the individual, role in reconciliation, Prof. 
Peiris said. The emphasis is on elevating the threshold of solidarity and consensus within the community 
rather than providing satisfaction in a narrow sense to an individual at the expense of the community 
at large. There is positive value attached to the concept of closure at the end of a period of exceptional 
discord and turbulence, with a view to preventing further acrimony and divisiveness. The focus in this 
regard is on consultation, compromise and consensus, he commented…The Minister pointed out that 
the programme of reconciliation being carried out in Sri Lanka is entirely consistent with both these 
tenets of the Buddhist theory of reconciliation- namely, the importance of sequence and the relevance 
of economic factors. This is vindicated, he said, by the acknowledged success with regard to addressing 
urgent humanitarian issues connected with the resettlement of internally displaced persons and the 
rehabilitation of ex-combatants, and economic developments, especially in the Northern Province of 
Sri Lanka. Prof. Peiris said that it is appropriate to pay special attention to the Gigha Nikkaya which 
traces the cause of violence to poverty and lack of balance in economic development. This underscores 
the importance of an adequate level of economic contentment and wellbeing as an essential 
component of reconciliation, he said. He concluded that the Buddha dhamma is the repository of an 
approach to reconciliation which is self-contained, persuasive and refreshingly relevant to the 
challenges of our time (Unattributed, 2012d). 

This article summarises the Buddhist’s teaching of the idea of closure, which is intended to prevent the past 

conflict from polluting the future peace, which is evident in the newspaper articles. In this doctrine revenge is 

not conducive to peace, which is the end goal, thus it is not promoted. Instead, forgiveness and redemption are 

seen as the necessary conditions for peace to flourish. Furthermore, the Daily News writes, 

[o]ur Motherland is nourished with the teaching of Buddhism. We were brought up in that background. 
The true Buddhist shows compassion towards all others… Compassion is ingrained in our national 
psyche. There is something that our President says often. [sic] ‘We do not have a majority or a minority 
in our country, we only have one race; that is, we all are Sri Lankans.’ These are his words (Unattributed, 
2009b). 

This article is championing Buddhism over Hinduism, Islam and Christianity in Sri Lanka which is provocative, 

especially as the ethno-national split is analogous with religion. 

 The culmination of the sub-themes is the wish for a peaceful future, and this peace is achieved, in 

accordance with the news media reports, through sowing the metaphorical seeds of hope and forgiveness in 

the future, rather than revenge, or even justice, for the past. Throughout the excerpts there is an undertone of 

religiosity, and the this is reminiscent of the Biblical verse, “[a]nd goodness is the harvest that is produced from 

the seeds the peacemakers plant in peace” (James 3:18).  

 The saturation of articles referring to the future of ex-combatants is due to the gatekeepers of the 

newspapers. The inclusion of these articles is based on the choices which editors and journalists have made, 
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whether through altruism and advocating peace (Lynch and McGoldrick, 2005: 5); or else through the promotion 

of the Government of Sri Lanka’s party line. The theme of the future is analogous to the theme of rehabilitation, 

as there is an overarching recognition that rehabilitation and a meaningful future are necessary to “ensure 

sustainable peace” (Unattributed, 2013k). 

 Language is powerful; it mediates reality, but also has a role in the construction of that reality. The link 

between language and social power is that ideology is embedded within language and reproduced by language 

(Halliday, 1975; Fowler, 1991; Fairclough, 1995). As the news media communicate through language (and other 

media such as images), the ideology of newspapers serves to maintain unequal power relations. Here is an 

apprehension about using language to create and recreate an experience of the conflict. As reality is constructed 

in and through language, by writing and speaking about the conflict, this is constructing the reality of the conflict. 

The anxiety of speaking about the conflict belies the fragility of peace-building, as if even mentioning conflict 

would endanger the peace. 

 To conclude on this theme of the future, the newspaper discourse becomes the reader’s discourse, and 

how the female ex-combatants are represented becomes the experience of reality for the reader. The female 

ex-combatants are, for most people, only encountered through newspapers and other media. Thus, these 

women are only known in a mediated fashion. And the narratives which are used to represent them frame them 

as rehabilitated (neutralised), never going back to the past, never repeating past actions, and re-feminised 

mothers, where “the boundaries between woman and mother are often collapsed” (Silva, 2004: 35). 

 The final theme is that of Gender Representation. It considers how gendered constructions and 

stereotypes are utilised by the news media to frame the female former combatants in post-conflict Sri Lanka. 

6.5 GENDER REPRESENTATION 

Gender is a social construct which is based on culturally, socially and historically specific practices. In addition, 

representations of gender create the social construct, draw upon it and maintain it. The representation of 

gender in the news media influences how one perceives oneself and others, as gender is a “factor that structures 

identity and experience” (Steiner, 2014: 359). As gender is the lens through which a woman in the news media 
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is understood, “she rarely escapes her sex” (Talbot, 2001: 165), it is necessary to understand representation in 

the light of gender, whether masculine or feminine. 

 Previous studies have indicated that the news media reiterate gender stereotypes and underrepresent 

women (Berrington and Honkatukia, 2002; Women in Journalism, 2012; O'Neill and Mulready, 2015; Jia et al., 

2016; O’Neill et al., 2016; Venäläinen, 2016), and this contributes to women’s marginalisation in society, 

especially in positions of power, because “gendering has tangible effects” (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 55). 

Consequently, gendered portrayals strengthen and buttress the male dominance on the cultural level (Stockard 

and Johnson, 1992: 10).  

 At the beginning of the Sri Lankan conflict, the women fighters were used to generate attention as 

female combatants were a rare phenomenon in this nation. Due to the news being drawn to events which are 

dissonant with social expectations, the fetishism of female fighters (Bloom, 2011a: 33) meant publicity for the 

Tamil Tigers, 

[t]he LTTE formed its women wing in 1983. Initially they were used for political propaganda. But from 
1984 they were given military training. The female LTTE cadres led an artillery unit and were used as 
suicide bombers. Uma has few months to go home. But she has doubts if her village would welcome 
her. ‘I worked for the LTTE police…’ (Unattributed, 2012n). 

There is fetishism (Bloom, 2011a: 33) and sensationalism of female terrorists in the news media as they were 

acting out of the norms of gendered behaviour and because they have broken the law, they are “doubly deviant” 

(Berrington and Honkatukia, 2002: 50). This research reveals the patriarchal dominion of representation in Sri 

Lanka’s newspapers and confirms that the representations of female ex-combatants in the news media mirror 

the conventions of the male dominated society (Stockard and Johnson, 1992). The very presence of female 

combatants challenges traditional patriarchal society and discourse. Nonetheless, this challenge is short-lived, 

because it appears that it has no lasting effects in the post-conflict period where women are re-marginalised. 

Participation in combat goes against traditional gender roles, however it does not deconstruct them.  

 The below table shows the number of articles per newspaper which contain mentions of gender 

constructions. The node is ‘gender’, however, this node is made up of several sub-nodes which include 

‘maternal’, ‘domesticity’, ‘husband or wife’, ‘family’ and ‘appearance’. 

 

 

 

 



 241 

Table 30 Sri Lanka Gender Nodes 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper Gender Nodes Percentage 

Daily Financial Times 26 61.9 

Daily Mirror 88 45.6 

Sunday Times 10 58.82 

Independent Total 124 49.21 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 55 28.65 

Sunday Observer 30 36.59 

State-owned Total 85 31.02 

All Newspapers Total 209 39.73 

 

The state-owned newspapers have lower percentages of gendered representation than the privately-owned 

newspapers. 

 For ease of understanding, this theme of gendered representation is split into sub-themes rather than 

by newspaper. The first theme to be addressed is direct speech. 

6.5.1 Direct Speech 

Although the above table shows the numerical occurrences of gendered representation, it does not show the 

more nuanced incidences such as how many times a female ex-combatant speaks in the news articles. 

Unconscious bias towards women means that it is accepted that women have less space for speech. The below 

table shows the number of articles which contain direct speech from the female ex-combatants.  
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Table 31 Sri Lanka ‘Direct Speech’ Node 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper ‘Direct Speech’ Node Percentage 

Daily Financial Times 4 10 

Daily Mirror 5 3 

Sunday Times 2 12 

Independent Total 11 4.37 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 6 3 

Sunday Observer 0 0 

State-owned Total 6 2.19 

All Newspapers Total 17 3.23 

 

Out of the 526 articles about female ex-combatants in the Sri Lankan news media, only 17 contained direct 

speech from the women; this is just 3.23 per cent. 

 As the numbers are so few, there does not appear to be a clear distinction between each newspaper 

for gender bias. That is, whether or not the newspaper is privately or state-owned, the number of times female 

ex-combatants are directly quoted is very low. In the newspapers, when the women are quoted, the general 

tenor is that they are looking forward to a life of marriage, children and domesticity (and so now are used for 

post-conflict ‘peace’ propaganda). In the Daily Financial Times, a female former cadre is quoted “a woman’s life 

is not complete without marriage, without children” (Unattributed, 2015m); in the Daily News, “I want to be 

with my baby soon”(Unattributed, 2012n); in the Sunday Times, “Im [sic] very grateful for every one [sic] who 

have [sic] stood for my release. I am happy to be with my daughter again” (Unattributed, 2015i); and in the Daily 

Mirror “I want to be with my mother for some time at least”(Unattributed, 2013s). Moreover, a future focus 

which shows that now the female ex-combatants understand that the Sinhalese are just the same as them is 

also evident in the quotes. The Daily Financial Times writes, “[t]he LTTE taught me to hate people but during 

rehabilitation I learnt to love people. This gave me hope for the future” (Unattributed, 2015g); and the Daily 

News, “[a]fter I was taken in by the military I could [sic] realized that Sinhala people are just as generous, helpful 

and kind hearted. Only now do we feel that we are living” (Unattributed, 2011k). Although these articles are 
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about female ex-combatants, it was expected that there would be more dialogue from the women themselves 

about their own experiences. However, as the journalists have chosen not to include the women’s own words, 

it sends the message to readers that the women’s thoughts are not valuable to understanding post-conflict Sri 

Lanka and are not newsworthy. This is emblematic of Sri Lanka’s patriarchal society, and the low level of 

participation of women in public life. The connotation of the paucity of direct quotes is that women are not 

considered expert sources, even about their own experiences as ex-combatants. The masculine establishment 

is maintaining itself by not including women’s voices, and this marginalisation of women’s voices also 

marginalises women’s experiences. The erasure of female ex-combatants’ voices in the news media indicates 

that they are not considered essential agents of change. This absence of representation constructs a social 

reality where women are neither wanted nor needed. In this case, feminist critical discourse analysis, which 

addresses how discourse perpetuates ideologies that continue the gendered social order (Lazar, 2005), 

interprets this absence in the text as representing the marginalisation and invisibility of women in real life. Social 

reality is constructed in and through language, and as language is a resource for construing meaning (Halliday, 

1975), the meaning being communicated through the lack of women’s voices articulating their own experience 

is that they are unimportant. As critical discourse analysis focuses on “the role of discourse in the production 

and reproduction of power abuse or domination” (van Dijk, 2001: 96), here the patriarchal dominion and 

masculine establishment are self-sustaining as long as women are absent from texts. However, as language is a 

site of struggle (Fairclough, 2001: 73), this practice of marginalisation can be challenged by using language which 

does not discriminate against women or side-line them as less important than men. That is to say, in order to 

address social inequality, the use of language to maintain this inequality must be defied (Kress, 1990: 88).  

 Direct quotations “confer authority on the speaker…signify that what the speaker has to say is 

important”; and as the female ex-combatants are not being heard in their own words, this omission is more 

“pernicious than overt sexist coverage, which can at least be highlighted and challenged” (O’Neill et al., 2016: 

303). Moreover, on the rare occurrence when the women are heard, they speak about wanting to be reunited 

with their children, or their longing to return home and be married and have their own family. By only quoting 

statements which give the impression that these women are only interested in a life of domesticity, this gives 

these statements weight, and acts to persuade readers that the female ex-cadres have been ‘neurtralised’, and 

are no longer a threat to security, but also no longer pose a challenge to the gendered ordering of society. 
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 In the case of Sri Lanka, journalists must include women’s voices and use language to fructify equitable 

representation in the news media, as representation is never neutral. The female ex-combatants cannot be 

experienced in an unmediated fashion (unless personal contact is possible), thus news media representation 

creates and reproduces social reality. And at the moment, the constructions of female ex-combatants are 

undoing any progression in gender equality brought about by the presence of female fighters in the LTTE. 

Feminist critical discourse analysis has identified the discourse of the newspapers as operating within a 

patriarchal framework, where the ideologies of gender are constituted and maintained through the 

‘voicelessness’ of the female ex-combatants. 

 Peace journalism is said to be the voice of people (Lederach, 1997: 94), however in this case, it is not 

including the voices of women. If peace is to be sustained, alternative voices from non-dominant social group 

must be heard. 

 The next sub-theme to be addressed is the gendered occupational training that was provided for female 

ex-combatants during rehabilitation. 

6.5.2 Gendered Occupations 

As previously  discussed in the preceding themes, there is a major focus on rehabilitation and future 

opportunities for the female ex-combatants through “rehabilitation training” (Unattributed, 2012g) and the 

ability to start their lives afresh and earn a living, “the former combatants receive training in vocational skills 

before their release through programme [sic] organized by the military to earn a living on their own, once 

released” (Unattributed, 2011l). However, in the news articles, it is observed that the rehabilitation retrains the 

women in conventional female trades such as sewing, beauty and hairdressing. Although the female former 

combatants had been involved in the LTTE national liberation movement, post-conflict they are being 

rehabilitated in traditional gender occupations, which is ‘retraditionalising’ these women (Nagel, 1998: 254). 

The Daily News reports,  

[s]pecial attention needs to be given to children and women who have suffered from terrorism. We 
have taken steps to strengthen them physically and mentally through rehabilitation programs. The 
Tiger terrorists cared nothing for our traditional consideration for women and children. They gave 
weapons to children and pushed them to war, and they transformed women into suicide cadres. Those 
who have surrendered to the Government reveal all these hardships they faced (Unattributed, 2009b). 
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The special attention awarded to women exemplifies the anomalous nature of female ex-combatants (Bloom, 

2011a), as their womanhood is recognised, not integrated (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 9). This traditional 

treatment was disrupted by Sri Lankan women being in the company of men and performing the same roles as 

men. The rehabilitation programmes seek to restore this traditionalism. 

 Carroll and Schreiber (1997) found that news stories about women in Congress only reported on their 

work on women’s issues, and excluded their contributions to other legislation. This reinforced the notion that 

female members of Congress are not valid in matters which do not relate directly to women. Likewise, the Sri 

Lankan news media only report on training which reinforces rather than challenges the perception that female 

ex-combatants are able to do only traditionally female occupations. In the Daily Financial Times, “Malathi [a 

female former combatant] learned sewing during her rehabilitation and earns a small income to undertaking 

orders to support her husband” (Unattributed, 2015g). This domestic craft keeps female former combatants in 

the traditional gender roles of women in Sri Lanka. The Daily News reports, 

Lakshmi and Sangeetha are at the Poontottam rehabilitation centre in Vavuniya set up for female ex-
Tigers. The female cadres are offered various vocational training opportunities suited to their 
professions, skills and preferences. Ironically, for the once deadly soldiers, the beautician course is one 
of the most popular because of a growing demand for fashion, skin care, hair style and beauty products 
in the North. The LTTE had discouraged women from such indulgences. Some of the inmates plan to 
open beauty parlours when they go back home (Unattributed, 2012n). 

The metamorphic shift of rehabilitation juxtaposes the lethal fighter with the beautician, where the former has 

been defused. Rehabilitation in Sri Lanka is a ‘re-feminising’ process, where female ex-combatants are re-

domesticated, and therefore made familiar to news consumers. Laster and Frez opine, “the most convincing 

stories, especially in the media, are those that fit within the context of preconceived popular ideas about human 

behaviour generally, often grounded in gender stereotypes” (2015: 92). This is evident in the presupposition 

espoused by the newspapers, which assumes the common-sense notion that women belong in the home and 

are most fulfilled in feminine roles. Therefore, by framing the female ex-combatants in the context of 

domesticity and gender norms, this aims to persuade the reader that the women have been defeated, and are 

neutralised, thus no longer pose a threat to civilians. Moreover, the re-domestication means that female ex-

combatants do not threaten the patriarchal dominion. Although the newspapers advocate a forward-thinking 

doctrine, in fact rehabilitation is concentrating on returning the women to the pre-war period, where they 

occupied only feminine roles. This is an example of Nagel’s ‘retraditionalising’ (1998: 254). A report from the 

Colin Powell School for Civic and Global Leadership, writes that  
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interventions by the international community…[offered] programs that reinforce the dependent and 
subordinate position of Tamil women, by restricting them to traditionally ‘feminine’ roles. In their 
efforts to restore women, from the ‘damage’ of war to the ‘normalcy’ of their pre-war position, they 
have failed to consider that this amounts to returning to the decades-old gender roles of 1970s Tamil 
society…Beyond the inefficiency of such programs, in their task to restore ‘normalcy’ or allow for 
financial independence, they are often gendered in a supposedly ‘culturally sensitive’ way. Local 
activists say that, in fact, international actors impose even heavier gender restrictions than conservative 
Tamil society does: ‘Their programs are feminizing. All they offer women are things like selling pastries.’ 
This focus on traditionally ‘feminine’ activities comes at the cost of women’s long-term economic 
prospects. As one woman complains: ‘What are these livelihoods for women tailoring, beauty parlors, 
candle-making? Why are women not given skill-development trainings in areas where they can get 
secure jobs?’…Further, having been socialized within the LTTE, many of these women balk at the idea 
of doing traditionally ‘feminine’ tasks. One ex-combatant explains: ‘The state’s goal was to train us. My 
goal was to learn something useful. There is no purpose for the training they give you. I did the training 
for icing cakes, making hairstyles. These are things I have no interest in.’ Another recounts trying to 
purchase a photocopy machine to start her own business but being asked to come back with her father 
or brother, as she was not qualified to own one. Beyond the feminizing impact, the livelihoods approach 
is overtly de-politicizing, ignoring the political opinions, and often the active political identities of Tamil 
women. In the case of excombatants [sic] this actively plays into the agenda of the state. One senior 
military commander in July 2015 insists that they are responsible for helping Tamil women find their 
femininity again. Another army official proudly described how a female combatant has ‘beautiful 
fingers’ as she is put on display in a bridal dress with full make-up, juxtaposed to an earlier photo of her 
in the movement holding a gun (Gowrinathan and Cronin-Furman, 2015: 13, 15, 17, 18, original 
emphasis). 

Here is evidence that the rehabilitation programmes are re-feminising and re-domesticating the women, which 

is preventing them from procuring sustainable livelihoods. These ‘feminine tasks’ do not offer security because 

they are jobs traditionally done by women, and thus have a lesser value than men’s roles. This causes women 

to be disadvantaged economically as the only trades that they are trained in are undervalued in society. Plus, 

they are tied to men for stability. The above quote suggests that the Government of Sri Lanka have purposefully 

trained the women in skills which will not allow them to succeed beyond the realms of traditional Tamil 

womanhood, thus restraining them in the domestic sphere.  

Rehabilitation may be forward-thinking as it claims to foster peace, but it is past-focused symbolically 

and socially. Otto writes that if the representation of women is constituted by their womanliness, then their 

political agency will be limited to feminised tasks (2006: 135). In the Sri Lankan news media, the representation 

of the female ex-combatants is restricted to traditional feminine occupations, which have been compounded by 

the gendered rehabilitation. The potent imagery from the news media is loaded with re-feminising ideology, 

and as representation contributes to the construction of reality, the traditional depictions of these women 

bolsters patriarchy by lauding the female ex-combatants’ return to domesticity. 

 Even though the female ex-comrades were involved in the national liberation movement by being 

active members of the LTTE, since the end of the conflict, they have been reassigned to traditional gender roles 
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post-conflict, and they have not benefitted from the emancipation mission set out by the LTTE. They are 

experiencing further oppression (Yuval-Davis, 1997: 113). The civil war in Sri Lanka has not guaranteed equal 

rights for female ex-combatants and women in general because nationalism is a masculine concern (Day and 

Thompson, 2004; Enloe, 2000a) where gender equality for women is not the initial incentive (Enloe, 2000a). 

 Relatedly, the Sunday Observer, also reports on the traditional feminine employments and skills,  

[w]omen were trained in sewing, cookery, beauty culture, computers and horticulture. The hands 
which were carrying lethal weapons and meddling with cyanide capsules began to do useful and 
constructive things. The training programs were mainly carried out with assistance received locally 
(Unattributed, 2010h).  

The language here sends the media message that women involved in political violence are not useful or 

constructive, instead, they are more useful when sewing or cooking. Semiotic analysis of the word “meddling” 

denotes being nosey, which is a trait, like gossip, that is attributed to women. Additionally, meddling connotes 

interfering where one is not needed or wanted, which means that the women were not in their rightful place, 

that is, in the home/kitchen. Furthermore, the connotations of ‘meddle’ assume that the women are unskilled 

and incompetent with weapons, which strengthens the social order where women occupy the private sphere, 

rather than at the forefront of political violence. 

 Moreover, the newspaper quotes a commissioner who states that women-specific beauty courses are 

available for female former combatants, 

Major General K.J. Wijetilleke the Commissioner General of Rehabilitation, when asked about what 
requirements ex-combatants must meet in order to procure a loan, replies that they are given 
vocational training during rehabilitation and ‘[e]ven for women there are certain courses such as 
beautician programs’ (Unattributed, 2013k).  

The presence of female ex-combatants is an exception to the traditional masculine realm and special 

concessions must be made for them. Unfortunately, the femaleness of the former combatants has relegated 

them to gendered professions.  

 The conflict in Sri Lanka has not seemed to shift the prospects for women occupying roles outside of 

the home. In order to sweeten the pill of female ex-combatants re-entering society, they are being trained in 

feminine tasks and returning to the role of housewife. This return to domesticity seems to lessen the shock of 

welcoming an ex-combatant. It would be doubling shocking if society was not only supposed to welcome an ex-

combatant, but also one who was continuing to flout society’s traditional gender roles. In order for the women 

to be accepted, they must re-enter society as they were before the war. 
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 The re-feminising mission of the rehabilitation programmes serve to diminish or erase the 

independence gained through the occupation of non-traditional positions within the LTTE, which defied the 

expectations and assumptions of womanhood. This parallels with Martin’s research which states, “[t]hrough 

psychosocial programmes and mentoring, women’s identities were reconstructed and re-feminised to fit into 

contemporary Tamil/Sri Lankan society to facilitate ex-combatant reintegration” (2017: 79). 

What is more, the portrayal of re-feminisation advertises to news consumers how the suspended 

muliebrity of the female ex-combatants has been returned through rehabilitation. Marriageability has particular 

pertinence for female ex-cadres, and this is discussed in the following sub-theme. 

6.5.3  Marriage 

The sub-nodes of ‘domesticity’, ‘husband or wife’, ‘family’ and ‘stigma ex-combatant as wife’ were coded in 78 

articles which is 14.83 per cent. In their news media representations, the female former combatants lament the 

lack of opportunity for marriage, as men and their families do not want wives who have been involved in political 

violence, “[h]er husbands [sic] parents opposed him marrying Malathi as they came to know that she was a 

suicide cadre”(Unattributed, 2015g); and, “Tamil society is very traditional. Parents do not want their sons to 

marry women ex-fighters…noting how important marriage is to being accepted in the community” 

(Unattributed, 2011m). The dilemma around marriage is that, “people feel that women who have been through 

rehabilitation are sullied, there is no looking into their position, they are rejected automatically, said Rev. S. K. 

Daniel, from Killinochchi [sic]” (Unattributed, 2015m). This idea of the women being tarnished ruins their 

chances for marriage. 

 During their time in the LTTE, these women deviated from socio-cultural expectations. Instead of 

undertaking the traditional female role in nationalism, that is, being the biological reproducer and maintainer 

of the socio-cultural order, where they are often named the “guardians of culture” (Yuval-Davis, 1997: 116), 

these women entered the masculine realm of political violence.  Thus, in order for these women to be eligible 

for the marriage market, their time in the LTTE must be whitewashed or omitted altogether, and rehabilitation 

helps them to find their femininity again (Gowrinathan and Cronin-Furman, 2015: 17). Hence, the emphasis on 

forgetting the past in the news media, which was observed in the previous theme, is crucial to changing the 

perception of them from ex-cadres into potential brides who will fulfil gendered expectations. 
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 In the news media there is recognition of the stigma which female ex-combatants face when they 

return to civilian life. Former LTTE female combatants “face a tough time returning to civilian life…with fewer 

marriage, education and job prospects due to stigma”(Unattributed, 2011m); and, 

[s]ocial stigma still prevails in the Northern villagers. For most of them, who are in their mid 30s, with 
battle field scars on their bodies and no means to pay a dowry, marriage is a distant dream. “I have 
wasted my youth. I have no education or skill to get a job. No one is interested in marrying me” 
(Unattributed, 2012n). 

Marriage is listed as the number one priority for female ex-combatants with education and employment 

following afterwards. This shows the importance of having a husband, that is, being a wife is seen as an 

opportunity and prospect for progression, similar to being educated or having a career. An article from the 

Sunday Observer explains the wishes of the child ex-combatants in Sri Lanka,  

[q]uite a lot of the boys wanted to go abroad but they cannot go until they are 18. The girls were ‘easier’ 
actually. They were happier to go back. Some of them were getting ready to marry (Unattributed, 
2010c). 

 The female ex-combatants were ‘easier’ to rehabilitate as they did not have aspirations which were 

outside of the accepted norms of gendered behaviour. 

 Moreover, issues around the lack of dowry for female ex-combatants can pose problems for marriage, 

as traditionally the bride’s family provide a dowry for the husband’s family. Due to the war, parents were killed, 

their whereabouts unknown or else they do not have land or money to give as a dowry. This means that female 

ex-combatants face the double social stigma as being former fighters, but also without means for marriage. 

 It appears that these women may not be able to adhere to the traditional conventions of the demure 

and obedient wife as they have been independent and fearless warriors, ready to lay down their lives for their 

nation. This new woman is not easily relegated back to the kitchen as a domestic carer and child-rearer. The 

presence of this new type of women sits uneasily in the newspaper articles, thus there is evidence of these 

women being transformed by rehabilitation, not only to ease their reintegration into civilian life, but their 

reintegration into patriarchal society by becoming subordinate domestic women (again), “[t]hey asked me how 

a woman committed to die would become a good housewife and a mother, but the rehabilitation has convinced 

them…”(Unattributed, 2015g). In addition, another article writes, 

[e]arlier the female ex-combatants faced a problem of getting married as people had a perception that 
girls who were LTTE cadres were tough and couldnt [sic] be controlled when they were married. But 
now how people look at them has changed a lot and most of the female ex-combatants are married, 
having children and leading a good family life (Unattributed, 2015g). 
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The idea of a tough wife is unsavoury, and worryingly, the ideal wife is one that can be controlled. This leads one 

to ponder on the interesting use of “good” to describe family life in the article. It appears that a good family life 

is not a good life for women. 

 The news media portrayal of the transformative quality of rehabilitation acts to persuade readers that 

the female ex-combatants have been converted from dangerous fighters to domestic housewives, 

[a] visibly emotional Thamilini, spoke briefly thanking all the authorities who helped her to freedom 
through rehabilitation. She said she had learnt a bitter lesson and would never join an extremist 
organisation again. All that she wanted was to stay with her mother and family and then hopefully 
marry and lead a normal life, said Thamilini with voice quivering and eyes tearing (Unattributed, 2013s). 

The predication of using the term “normal life” assigns qualities of domesticity, immobility and tradition to the 

female ex-combatants, which feeds into the presuppositions of news consumers about women’s ‘correct’ place 

in the world. 

 These women’s status is changing from a ‘Tigress’ or a ‘Bird of Freedom’ to a domestic care-giver. The 

signifier ‘Tigress’ denotes a strong dangerous female, and ‘Bird of Freedom’ suggests an independent being 

fighting for freedom, or else already having been freed from the restraints of patriarchy. The animal metaphors 

connote an animalistic or atavistic quality which must be neutralised in order to recreate civilised wives and 

mothers. The news articles serve to deactivate and bring these women back to pre-LTTE behaviour, in order to 

make them palatable for the public and the marriage market.  

 A woman’s worth is in her ability to bear children, and her status is attached to her husband, thus any 

obstacle to obtaining a husband and having a family can have devastating consequences for a Tamil woman’s 

social standing. This is evident in the following excerpt, 

[w]hen she walked into a Government-run rehabilitation camp in mid-2009, Selvi, harboured faint 
hopes for a better life. When she left the rehabilitation camp a year-and-a-half later, those hopes were 
galvanised. She returned to Killinochchi [sic], her home town, like a teenager, not like a 24-year-old 
rehabilitated former combatant. She was giddy with new hopes, new dreams- a home, a husband, 
children. But she was in for a rude shock. Her own villagers rejected her, she was used commodity. For 
some, she was a former cadre with the Tamil Tigers, sullied by blood and gore; for others she was a 
woman brainwashed by the Government. All of them rejected her; some even called her a whore. In 
my life, the life that we have known, a woman's life is not complete without marriage, without children, 
but everyone looks at me with suspicion, Selvi said, her eyes blank (Unattributed, 2015m). 

The article reports that villagers called Selvi a “whore”. As she had occupied a role which is non-traditional, 

hyper-sexuality is used to explain this deviation from the social norm, thus her time in the LTTE has tainted her 

sexual morality. The sexuality frame utilised to characterise female terrorists during conflict has been applied to 

an ex-combatant post-conflict. This frame reduces the female combatant’s behaviour down to sexual deviance 
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where she must have an aberrant and flawed sexuality. Sjoberg and Gentry call this the whore narrative of sexual 

deviance: “erotomania, erotic dysfunction and sexual slavery…insatiable need for sex with men or inability to 

have sex with men” (2007: 46). As violence is not deemed ‘normal’ within feminine behaviour, the female 

combatants who partook in political violence whilst in the LTTE are denounced more vigorously in the news 

media than men, and this denouncement takes the form of sexual immorality. Instead of the violence being seen 

as a response to a political circumstance, it is explained away through sexual deviancy instead of being a product 

of social conditions (Boyle, 2005: 120-121). Violence perpetrated by women disrupts the gendered constructions 

of the passive female, thus in order to correct the contradiction of the violent woman, exceptions must be made 

which rely on some character flaw.  

 Although the news article is reporting on what has happened, rather than directly evaluating Selvi, it 

does not challenge this judgement but simply repeats it. This reiteration serves to condemn the female ex-

combatant as it portrays her as damaged goods due to her time in the LTTE. As representation is never neutral, 

but imbued with ideology, the newspaper is advocating traditional Tamil culture where chastity and sexual virtue 

are paramount (for women). In this example, the news media coverage is guilty of underpinning rather 

than confronting the dominant patriarchal culture and consequently participating in women’s marginalisation 

in public life. This misrepresentation of the female ex-combatant is beholden to patriarchal values which 

symbolically captures the asymmetrical power paradigm of women in society (Tuchman, 1979: 533). 

 The women are depicted as sorry and regretful for their time in the Tamil Tigers. They are seen as 

returning to their parental homes to care for their families, get married and have children. They have been 

purified of their time as combatants by going through rehabilitation and returning to domesticity. They speak of 

putting their time in the LTTE behind them and moving on, and returning to, a better life of domesticity. The 

newspaper articles do not celebrate the women’s independence, or the progression and evolution of gender 

equality, but rather they serve to de-escalate at best and hamper at worst the advancement of women in society.  

 The critical discourse analysis of the newspaper articles reveals that language evoking the traditional 

values of marriage and domesticity is a social practice which inaugurates and underpins patriarchal societal 

power relations. The existence of female combatants challenged the patriarchal societal values of Sri Lanka, as 

traditionally militarism is perceived as a masculine realm (Alison, 2003; 2004; 2009). Yet the representation of 

female ex-combatants in the newspapers does not follow this trend. The ideology interwoven in the text reverts 

to societal values of female married life rather than the newspapers being a site for a progressive view on female 
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former combatants. The newspapers are not a setting for power struggles where patriarchy is defied through 

non-gendered portrayals of women who were previously involved in political violence. Unlike the 

unintentional progressive effects of civil war on women's social position in Nepal, where the empowering and 

liberating capacity of the conflict has opened up previously men-only occupational roles for women (Yadav, 

2016), the situation in Sri Lanka is quite different. From the characterisations of female ex-combatants in the 

newspaper articles, it appears that the goal of rehabilitation is to instil traditional family values which stress the 

virtues of motherhood, femininity and virtue. This research shows how the discourse reproduces and reinforces 

social inequality in the socio-political context by creating and depicting a reality which advocates the traditional 

subjugated position of women. This ideology forms the basis of the social representation of female ex-

combatants. 

 In order to demonstrate this focus on domesticity, a vignette of the female ex-combatant Thamilini is 

described. 

6.5.3.1 Vignette: Thamilini 

In a similar way to the attention given to a female terrorist’s background (Bloom, 2011a; Stack, 2011; Gentry, 

2011), this attention is also given to a former combatant. Her home life is described in order to create the image 

of her in a domestic setting, which is considered the correct and natural setting. The background and family life 

of Thamilini, a prominent former female Tamil Tiger, is described in great detail: “[o]ther members of her family 

are her mother and two sisters both of whom are married…Another sister was also a member of the LTTE and 

died in battle… (Unattributed, 2012g). In addition, “Thamilini’s mother, Subramaniam Gowri Wijayaraja and a 

sister Maheshwari has also come with her. Another sister, Santhilan, had been killed in 1998, during a clash with 

the security forces” (Unattributed, 2009f). Thamilini’s female relatives are mentioned, as is their marital status; 

this is used as a defining characteristic, despite it appearing odd to include. Her non-combatant married sisters 

are juxtaposed with her combatant unmarried sister who was killed. This juxtaposition is a warning that to 

engage in warfare can result in death, whereas to follow the traditional gendered path of marriage results in 

life.  

 Once Thamilini had gone through rehabilitation, she was “handed over to her mother” (Unattributed, 

2013u). After having gained training in bridal dressing she was “formally released on June 26 2013 and handed 
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over to her mother Ms. Sinnamma Subramaniam” (Unattributed, 2013s). Although she is an adult, parental 

guardianship prevails, and she is brought back into the family fold as though she were a juvenile. Moreover, 

Thamilini is infantilised through the description of her school life, “Thamilini had been a student at Paranthan 

Hindu College up to  the ‘O’ Level and had studied for the ‘A’ Level at the Central College of Kilinochichi [sic]” 

(Unattributed, 2009f); and “Sivakamy Subramaniam studied at the Paranthan Hindu College up to her GCE O’ 

Levels. She then joined Kininochchi Madhya Maha Vidyalayam for her GCE A’ Levels” (Unattributed, 2012g). This 

inclusion of her school history appears inappropriate as it was quite some time ago, however it may be the news 

media’s way of framing Thamilini with reference to her life pre-LTTE, in order to cast her as more marriageable. 

 Thamilini was only mentioned in the Daily Mirror (independent newspaper) and did not occur in the 

other newspapers. The table below shows how she was characterised. 

 

Table 32 Sri Lanka Thamilini Tones 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper 
Number 

of 
articles 

Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage Positive Percentage 

Daily Financial 
Times 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Daily Mirror 15 3 20 10 67 2 13 

Sunday Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Independent 
Total 

15 3 20 10 67 2 13 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Sunday 
Observer 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

State-owned 
Total 

0 0 0 0 0 0  

All 
Newspapers 

Total 
15 3 20 10 67 2 13 
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The table illustrates that Thamilini is mostly depicted neutrally. But the most potent interpretation of her is that 

she is framed in domesticity. 

 Connected to the sub-theme of marriage is that of motherhood, which is discussed next. 

6.5.4  Motherhood 

The sub-theme of mother is evident in the articles as former female combatants speak of becoming mothers 

and wives in the future. This is present in 80 articles (15.21 per cent). The news articles encoded with the sign 

of motherhood are easily recognisable for readers, and this sign acts as a signifier of the socio-gendered ordering 

of society. Motherhood is a draw for ex-combatants as having left the LTTE they want for a distinct and 

meaningful social status. Before they were comrades in the Tamil Tigers, but now they are husbandless and 

childless. As motherhood is a marker of identity, and is conducive to social mobility, it indemnifies the former 

combatants against their loss of social identity. In the Daily Financial Times, a female former cadre is quoted “a 

woman’s life is not complete without marriage, without children” (Unattributed, 2015m). This reference to 

motherhood naturalises the social ideology of childbearing as the fundamental goal. Moreover, Malathi is 

characterised as “embracing her two girls” (Unattributed, 2015g) which depicts her as a caring maternal figure. 

 In the Daily News, Lakshmi a female former combatant, yearns to be reunited with her son, after the 

conflict had come between them, 

unfolding her story of transforming from a hardcore terrorist to an ordinary woman who now dreams 
of seeing her four-year-old son. “I am lucky. My aunt who was taking care of my son when I was in the 
battle front had fled the government controlled areas with my son. I want to be with my baby soon”, 
Lakshmi's voice quivers with longing (Unattributed, 2012n). 

This passage naturalises the bond between mother and child and portrays the lack when the two are separated. 

The reunification is also glorified in the Sunday Times, “Im [sic] very grateful for every one [sic] who have [sic] 

stood for my release. I am happy to be with my daughter again” (Unattributed, 2015i).  

 The women’s time in the LTTE is represented as a barrier to ‘natural’ womanhood. The meaning of this 

representation is interpreted as in order for the women to live satisfying and meaningful lives, they should return 

to the conventions of Tamil femininity. Lakshmi is portrayed as an unnatural mother, who abandoned her son 

in favour of fighting. The reunion of mother and child has ‘naturalised’ Lakshmi again. 

 Furthermore, the Daily News advertises the innate ‘peacefulness’ of women in connection with 

motherhood, “[a]s women they hate violence and do not want their children to be exposed in deadly battles in 
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which they fought as children” (Unattributed, 2012n). Here former female combatants who have had children 

want to protect their own children from the fighting they experienced as children. 

 De Alwis claims that LTTE propaganda has transformed the perception of ideal womanhood from pure 

daughter and nurturing mother to masculinised virgin warrior (2002: 683). In the news media following the 

conflict, this imagery has come full circle as the masculine virgin warrior has returned to be the pure daughter 

and nurturing mother. Moreover, at the end of the conflict Lakshmi and Sangeetha were described as casting 

off their uniforms in order to have a future, “[f]ew minutes were left for them to decide their fate- death or life? 

Choosing the latter, they shed their Tiger uniforms and surrendered” (Unattributed, 2012n). By casting off their 

uniforms they were also abandoning their past lives as combatants and embracing a non-combative identity and 

future. The newspapers are espousing a notion that a future is analogous with being a rehabilitated non-

combatant. Furthermore, the virgin warrior has remained chaste. The armed virgin (Gonsalves, 2005) has 

retained her purity before, during and after the war, thus she is fit for marriage and the return to domesticity. 

The most important virtue (virginity) has not been spoiled, and thus is of no detriment to her future which is still 

based on muliebrity. 

 However, the conventional trope of motherhood is subverted by Adele Balasingham, whose vignette is 

below. 

6.5.4.1 Vignette: Adele Balasingham 

Balasingham is an Australian-born political activist and sociologist who was involved in the LTTE as a leader of 

the female wing. She is a trained nurse and worked in this profession in Australia. She is the widow of Anton 

Balasingham, who was the chief strategist for the LTTE (Balasingham, 2003). Balasingham is one of the two 

female ex-combatants who are named in the newspaper articles. She is denigrated in the articles as 

brainwashing and taking advantage of young female child soldiers. The below table shows the tone of the articles 

about her for each newspaper. 
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Table 33 Sri Lanka Balasingham Tones 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper 
Number of 

articles 
Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage Positive Percentage 

Daily Financial 
Times 

1 0 0 1 100 0 0 

Daily Mirror 12 10 83 2 17 0 0 

Sunday Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Independent 
Total 

13 10 76.92 3 23.08 0 0 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 20 20 100 0 0 0 0 

Sunday 
Observer 

2 2 100 0 0 0 0 

State-owned 
Total 

22 22 100 0 0 0 0 

Total 35 32 91.42 3 8.57 0 0 

 

The majority of the articles are negative, as Balasingham’s role as a trainer of female child soldiers is frequently 

referred to with disdain. In the Daily Mirror, she is portrayed as preparing children for suicide, 

presiding over a parade of female child soldiers…Female Tamil Tiger fighters, some thought to be as 
young as 14…She is seen presenting them with cyanide capsules to be worn on a necklace and 
swallowed if they are about to be captured by troops (Unattributed, 2009e). 

In addition, another article harshly criticises Balasingham, because it suggests that as a nurse she should have 

been caring for the vulnerable rather than endangering them, 

[l]et neither Cameron [the former British Prime Minister] nor the world forget that that [sic] fiendish 
nurse Adele Balasingham who indisputably committed crimes against humanity by aiding, abetting and 
instigating little Tamil children to commit grisly acts of terrorism and commit suicide if arrested, lives 
freely in Cameron’s country while he, preaches rubbish to us pretending to be the leader of a country 
that ‘counts’ (Unattributed, 2013g). 

Similarly, the Daily News picks up on the paradox of a nurse encouraging suicide by poison, “Adele Balasingham 

the nurse who first trained children as young as seven to be child soldiers and more over [sic] commit suicide by 

swallowing a cyanide capsule!” (Unattributed, 2013n); and,  



 257 

why has no action been taken against Adele Balasingham the nurse and head trainer of the child soldier 
training unit who taught children to kill and kill themselves by biting a cyanide capsule” (Unattributed, 
2014j).  

Her involvement in the LTTE despite coming from a background of nursing disrupts the traditional caring role of 

the nurse- a trustworthy member of society whose job revolves around providing treatment and care to 

vulnerable individuals. 

 The vulnerability of the child recruits serves to further vilify Balasingham, “Adele Balasingham was 

instrumental in recruiting and training thousands of child soldiers by force and women suicide bombers to 

sacrifice their lives for a terrorist cause” (Unattributed, 2014h). Moreover, “Mrs Adele Balasingham, the white 

widow, now British spider, who led the LTTE women including female child suicide cadres” (Unattributed, 

2014b). The name “white widow” refers to Balasingham being Caucasian, thus different to Sri Lankans which 

distances her and constructs her as an outsider, or ‘Other’. Additionally, by describing her as a widow, this is 

basing her identity on her husband, which undercuts her as a person in her own right. The connotations of widow 

also conjure up nefarious images of a woman who killed her husband, thus a figure to be feared. It would be 

interesting to know if male combatants are known as ‘widower’. Furthermore, a widow has connotations of 

sterility (Stack, 2011), now that her husband is dead, she cannot have children (by him). Plus in Sri Lanka, a 

widow is stigmatised and excluded in society (Gowrinathan and Cronin-Furman, 2015). By calling her a spider, 

this signifier denotes a predatory arachnid which is considered frightening by many people, and it connotes a 

deceptive and manipulative individual who spins webs of lies and lies in wait for unsuspecting prey. The 

metaphor of spider connotes someone to be feared, as many spiders are venomous. The animal imagery is also 

present in the quotation, “the Tigress who openly recruited teen-age girls and brainwashed them to fight in a 

terrorist campaign that targeted civilians of all communities…” (Unattributed, 2013w). Again, a tigress is a man-

hunting animal to be feared. The animal descriptions dehumanise Balasingham, hence reviling her in the eyes 

of news consumers. Balasingham is further maligned for recruiting girls, as she preyed upon minors by exploiting 

a position of trust, “[t]he task of inducting girls was assigned to ‘Auntie’ Adele Balasingham”(Unattributed, 

2009h).  ‘Auntie’ is a name term used for an older woman in Tamil society, who is not necessarily a family 

member, but who is a trusted family friend. Thus, to misuse this connection is a violation of trust and social 

relations. The sarcasm of using auntie in inverted commas is emblematic of how Balasingham has destabilised 

the relationship between auntie and child. Relatedly, this is further exemplified in the term ‘godmother’, “[t]he 

most abominable fact in this regard is that the ‘godmother’ of the child soldiers continues to live in England in 



 258 

the form of Adele Balasingham” (Unattributed, 2014d). Again, like the relation auntie, a godmother is someone 

that parents hold in esteem and have chosen to act as a guardian to their children. Instead of protecting children, 

Balasingham had subverted this role and had purposefully put them in danger.  

 Balasingham is depicted as destabilising the traditional image of the caring, protective and nurturing 

mother. Instead she is thrusting impressionable children into danger, rather than shielding them from it, like a 

‘normal’ mother would have done. The literature of Sjoberg and Gentry (2007) is reaffirmed in the data, as 

Balasingham is represented as the monstrous mother, hell-bent on destroying these child soldiers. Balasingham 

disrupts both the mother and care-giver roles resulting in her extensive condemnation in the articles.  

 There is a minority of articles which are neutral in tone. The one article in the Daily Financial Times 

which mentions Balasingham, says, 

[r]epeatedly questioned by journalists whether the Government did not seek to try Tiger members still 
among the living, including Adele Balasingham…Minister Rambukwella responded that the 
Government had found rehabilitation and reintegration of these former LTTE leaders into the political 
mainstream was a better way (Bastians, 2014). 

Here the article is focused on the provision of meaningful futures for former combatants rather than punishing 

them. In addition, the Sunday Observer calls Balasingham a LTTE operative and supporter (Unattributed, 2013m). 

 Nevertheless, the majority of articles about Balasingham are negative, and she is a figure of blame. In 

contrast to the previous theme of the future which included forgetting the past and forgiving former cadres, 

Balasingham’s actions are not forgotten or forgiven. This may be due to her recruitment of child soldiers, as they 

are political minors and therefore in need of a guardian, a role which Balasingham subverted. Or else, it might 

be because Balasingham is Australian-born and not a Sri Lankan, but an outsider. The Sri Lankan Tamil female 

ex-comrades are framed in forgiveness and the future, whereas Balasingham is framed in the past and as having 

got away with her actions by escaping to live in London. Identities are constructed through difference, therefore 

only through relation to the Other can identity be constructed, as it depends on what is excluded (Hall, 1996: 4-

5). Moreover, identities are constructed within discourse, and in the light of power statuses (Hall, 1996: 4), thus 

the denigration of Balasingham as the seditious auntie or godmother serves to characterise the Tamil ex-

combatants as decent. Furthermore, the contrast acts to exculpate the Tamil former cadres, as Balasingham is 

portrayed as the predator forcibly recruiting girls against their will, which in turn renders them non-agential. 

The news media disseminate non-agential representations of women in discourse. 
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 Furthermore, the other female ex-combatants who are represented did not occupy central roles, and 

thus they are able to be forgiven. However, Balasingham who was in charge of recruitment and training is a 

figure of vilification. Balasingham was agentive in her role, thus she cannot be absolved of responsibility and is 

disparaged in the news media. The central point is that in Sri Lanka, either former female combatants are robbed 

of agency by being presented as girls who were tricked into taking part and are now sorry and returning to being 

good wives and daughters, or if they did have agency, they are evil non-women who should be punished. 

 Having discussed the sub-theme of motherhood with a special focus on Balasingham, the sub-theme 

on appearance is considered next. 

6.5.5 Appearance 

Gill highlights that a consistent finding in research was that news about women focuses on their physical appeal 

(2007: 115), and that generally, they were categorised in terms of their domestic role or sexual attractiveness. 

It has been observed that the female former cadres are framed within domesticity, such as mothers and wives, 

and it has also been detected that their appearance does feature in their portrayals. The articles rely on heavily 

gendered characterisations of the female ex-combatants which cast these women in traditionally feminine 

gender roles. Saccharine descriptions of pretty faces and delicate tears show sexism throughout the articles. For 

example the word “quiver” (Unattributed, 2012n; Unattributed, 2013s) is used to describe the female ex-

combatants. The denotations of the word mean that someone is so overcome with emotion that they lose 

control over the tenor and vibrato of their voice. This word is generally used when describing women, and its 

connotations reveal that traditionally women are described as, and perceived to be, more emotional, and less 

in control of their emotions than men. 

 Before the ceasefire, the news media focus was on the jarring masculinity of women’s fatigues, now it 

is on the femininity. Gonsalves (2005) stated that Sri Lankan newspapers focused on the female combatants’ 

appearance because their androgynous clothing clashed with the traditional appearance of Sri Lankan women, 

that is, long hair, jewellery and a sari. Instead the cadres had short haircuts, fatigues and combat boots, which 

would most commonly be worn by men. As the women were already undertaking a non-conventional role, their 

resemblance to men (Talbot, 2001: 175) further intensified their ‘abnormality’. Moreover, by dressing as men, 

these women challenged the patriarchal norm, as clothing is a signifier of identity. By wearing masculine clothes, 
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the women were blurring the boundaries of masculine and feminine and destabilising the gendered social order. 

In the post-conflict newspapers, there are mentions of how the female combatants used to look, “Issipriya was 

clad in combat attire in the picture of the identity card issued by the LTTE to her. It further confirms her military 

involvements in the LTTE” (Unattributed, 2011g); “women in rebel uniforms” (Unattributed, 2014g); “women in 

battle fatigues” (Unattributed, 2010g); and, 

 the women’s short haircuts are understood to have made them easily identifiable as former members 
of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam…All these women had short hair. This is a tell tale [sic] sign of 
women newly recruited to the LTTE (Unattributed, 2011i). 

However, it appears as though the articles are bringing the focus back to traditional conceptions of what a 

woman should be- emotional, delicate and beautiful, as seen in the quotation from the Daily News, “her soft 

hands…softness of a woman’s hand” (Unattributed, 2011e). Moreover, the Daily News writes, 

[h]er smile is infectious. The soft-spoken young woman, a typical Tamil girl, is shy. The small red pottu 
and simple jewellery add glamour to her charm. She crushes the pink handkerchief in her palm while 
unfolding her story of transforming from a hardcore terrorist to an ordinary woman who now dreams 
of seeing her four year-old son. "I am lucky. My aunt who was taking care of my son when I was in the 
battle front had fled the government controlled areas with my son. I want to be with my baby soon", 
Lakshmi's voice quivers with longing. It is difficult to believe that these shy and humble women were 
turned into deadly fighters or suicide bombers (Unattributed, 2012n). 

The article reminds the reader of the desirable conventional traits of Tamil womanhood which have been 

recalled through rehabilitation. Also, the female ex-combatant’s activity in the LTTE is portrayed as a “temporary 

aberration” (Alison, 2009: 111, 116) which has been truncated through a return to normalcy. This representation 

of time spent in the LTTE as a short-term anomaly fortifies the belief that women are docile, as this was a mere 

blip rather than an agentive reaction to socio-political conditions. This return is rewarded by a reunion with her 

child, which promotes motherhood as positive reinforcement for leaving the LTTE. Lakshmi’s time as a 

combatant is depicted as an experience which had been imposed upon her, rather than as a choice as she ‘was 

turned into’ a deadly fighter. Additionally, “they transformed women into suicide cadres” (Unattributed, 2009b), 

the past participle passive absolves her of responsibility for her actions. Furthermore, the Daily News writes that 

the LTTE, “pioneered the use of women in suicide attacks” (Unattributed, 2009d). Here women were used like 

an instrument rather than having agency in their own deeds. In addition, the Sunday Observer writes, “the LTTE 

were turning children and women into suicide killers” (Unattributed, 2012c). Here, women are turned into 

suicide killers, rather than through their own free will. This makes one ask, do men not need to be turned into 

killers? The lumping together of women and children denies women individual experiences which are unrelated 

to children. Also, this ‘juvenilises’ the women by representing them on a par with minors.  
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 In the Daily Mirror, the cloyingly sentimental portrayal of the female ex-combatants reinforces the 

mawkish sensitivity of women, “[a] visibly emotional Thamilini…with voice quivering and eyes tearing” 

(Unattributed, 2013s). Moreover, 

[t]he fairest and prettiest of them all was Madhivadhani Erambu… Madhivathani looked up at him with 
tear-filled eyes. Praba's heart was pierced. The tough Tiger Supremo was smitten by the doe-eyed 
beauty whose name Madhivadhani which meant “moonlikeface” (Unattributed, 2014f). 

The portrayal of the stereotype of feminine emotionality invites expectations that corral women into seeing 

themselves only through the prisms of gender constructions, and that may cause others to perceive women 

solely by their appearance or in domestic roles. The gendered depictions in the news media contribute to gender 

inequality which is detrimental to society. The gender characteristic of feminine sensitivity and emotionality is 

juxtaposed with the macho persona of ‘tough Tiger Supremo’, this limits women as being mere supporters and 

admirers of men, whereas men are limited to behave with masculine characteristics of strength and stoicism. In 

this passage, Madhivathani’s appearance is praised for conforming to the norms of beauty, and her very name 

is based upon female attractiveness, which is emblematic of the importance Sri Lankan society places on physical 

appearance. Madhivathani is an object of visual pleasure for Praba, and the story buttresses the belief that 

women aim principally to entice and delight men. Madhivathani is objectified as she is reduced to a physical 

object which omits anything about her apart from her appearance. 

 The portrayal of the female ex-combatants’ appearance tracks the changes from comrades in battle 

fatigues to ex-fighters, “[t]hese girls with fresh pottu’s [sic] and thick oiled braids are among 31 former LTTE 

female cadres (Unattributed, 2009j)”. The red pottu or bindi, is a dot between a woman’s eyebrows. It is an 

auspicious sign of marriage, and it is believed to  

guarantee the social status and sanctity of the institution of marriage...wearing the red bindi that is 
believed to usher in prosperity, it grants her a place as the guardian of the family’s welfare and progeny 
(Ancient Origins, 2016). 

The presence of the pottu signifies a new identity of wifeliness which connotes domesticity and femininity, 

moreover, clothing and appearance are linked to social mobility (Wilton, 2012: 202). In addition, the short hair 

cuts of the cadres have been traded in for long braids, another sign of traditional female Tamil culture. 

Therefore, by wearing traditional female clothes, the women are signifying that they are fit for marriage.  

 This physical shift in appearance is emblematic of a character adjustment, and this is similar to the 

adoption and rejection of the assumed name under which the female combatants fought.  
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6.5.6 Nom de Guerre 

The nom de guerre features in the news media coverage of the female ex-combatants: “Thamilini alias 

Subramaniam Sivakhamy” (Unattributed, 2013u); “Subramaniam Sivakamy Alias Thamilini Becomes a Free Bird” 

(Unattributed, 2013s); “Subramiam Sivasamy alias Thamailini [sic]” (Unattributed, 2011r); “Subramaniam 

Shivathai, alias Thamilini” (Unattributed, 2009f); “Thamilini was the name given her by the LTTE” (Unattributed, 

2009f); “Subramaniam Sivakamy alias Thamilini” (Unattributed, 2013i); “Thamilini whose real name is 

Subramaniam Sivakamy” (Unattributed, 2012g); “Sivakamy adopted the nom de guerre Thamilini” 

(Unattributed, 2012g); and, “Subramaniam Sivakamy alias Thamilini” (Unattributed, 2015l). The adoption of the 

nom de guerre provides a new identity for the woman: by leaving her given name behind, she is leaving behind 

this character of domesticity and assuming a new politically violent persona. Names are not mere nomenclature, 

but they stand for qualities through representation (Bignell, 2002: 60). Of course, the practicality of monikers as 

code names so that combatants cannot be traced is good strategy. Nevertheless, the news media’s reference to 

noms de guerre is related to the transformative function of rehabilitation. By undergoing rehabilitation, they 

have left their violent past behind them, and this is symbolised in the shedding of the nom de guerre and its 

associated militant façade, and the return to their former feminine name. A change in name signifies a change 

in identity. 

6.5.7 Non-culpability and Victimhood 

In the news media in post-conflict Sri Lanka, the female ex-combatants are absolved of blame in 117 articles 

(22.24 per cent) (Table 63 in Appendix). The reasons for this is that some of them were child soldiers, and thus 

victims. In the terrorism frames outlined in the second literature review chapter, female combatants can be 

portrayed as innocent of blame for being underage. In the Sri Lankan articles, the node ‘child soldiers’ is coded 

in 91 articles which is 17.3 per cent (to see the breakdown for each newspaper, please see Table 61 in the 

Appendix). In addition, the word ‘girl’ is used to refer to the female ex-combatants even when they are not child 

soldiers, “20-year-old girl” (Unattributed, 2009g); and “[t]here was this particular girl, she was a bit older about 

26 years” (Unattributed, 2010c). As Melzer (2009) has written, the use of the diminutive undermines the agency 

of the women by reducing their political capacity to that of a minor. This news media representation is echoed 

in “Tamil Tigress by de Soyza (2016), where all the female cadres are known as girls even though they are over 
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16 years old. Thirty-one articles are coded at the node ‘diminutive’ which is 5.89 per cent (please see Table 62 

in the Appendix for the results of this node per newspaper). 

 The node ‘child soldiers’ was present in all the newspapers but is more numerous in the state-owned 

press. This is because by representing the women as child soldiers who had been conscripted rather than joining 

the LTTE free choice, they will be accepted more readily by communities as they are believed to be victims. 

Victimhood is related to non-culpability and therefore blamelessness. Several examples are reviewed in order 

to analyse how the female former child soldiers were characterised. 

 In the Daily Mirror, the female Tamil Tigers are described as being lured into the organisation through 

“talks given in school by Tiger recruiters” (Unattributed, 2012g). School is a place of indoctrination, and in this 

case, the teaching role of school has been subverted to monopolise and manipulate minors. Moreover, the Daily 

Mirror writes, 

GOSL [Government of Sri Lanka] adhered to a policy of treating all these children as victims, not as 
perpetrators and all possible efforts have been taken to look into their welfare and secure their future 
(Unattributed, 2013p). 

Brewer (2010) opines that multiple victimhood exists where people can be classified as perpetrator and victim. 

This article goes one step further, where the dual identity of perpetrator and victim is overpowered and 

overshadowed by the potency of victimhood, thus rendering the child soldiers solely as victims. 

 An article in the Daily News writes, 

[s]he is Sangeetha and a victim of the LTTE’s forced conscription. She was dragged into a van when she 
was returning from school one day. Her parents were helpless to protect her from the abductors. 
Recalling the fateful incident ten-years ago, she says that the van was packed with schoolgirls and boys. 
They were crying and pleading with the Tamil Police Corps to allow them to go home but in vain. In a 
camp, they were trained for a few months about weapons and military tactics. ‘There was no chance 
of escaping and those who tried to flee were shot dead as punishment. As there was no other option, 
we fought. We thought of death all the time,’ Sangeetha says (Unattributed, 2012n). 

Furthermore,  “Thangala, another of those snatched by the LTTE while on way [sic] back from school” 

(Unattributed, 2012n). In the Daily News, the child soldiers are victims of the LTTE who were forced to carry out 

the organisation’s bidding against their will. The transitivity of “dragged” and “snatched” has significant 

ideological bearing on news consumers because these actions which were done to Sangeetha and Thangala 

connote a lack of agency, and therefore culpability. 

 The Sunday Observer contextualises child soldiers in the following excerpt, 

we do not call them ex-cadres or combatants any more. We call them children as they are now closer 
to us. It was this time last year the youngsters who were under the clutches of the LTTE came to our 
shelter. Their condition was miserable. No proper clothing, food or medication for those wounded and 
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disabled. They had been brainwashed by the LTTE hierarchy saying that they would be sexually abused, 
tortured and finally killed by the Security Forces if they surrendered to them. But they were delighted 
and felt they were in safe hands when they surrendered to the Security Forces. The soldiers did 
whatever they could to make the surrendees comfortable (Unattributed, 2010h).  

By removing the label of “ex-cadre” or “combatant” and renaming the child soldiers as “children” and 

“youngsters” the idea is to change their definition and therefore the stigma surrounding them. Additionally, the 

Sunday Observer states, 

innocent ‘nobodies’ [sic] children…this war in a sense was fought mainly by children, children between 
10-12 upwards. They were forcibly recruited by the LTTE due to various reasons. They had to power in 
these areas to resist, some were from poor families, some were school dropouts… None of these 
children [child soldiers] who surrendered have undergone any indictment or not found fault with any 
crime, because we have regarded them as victims of the circumstances…It was a fact that they were 
forced to do so against their will by the LTTE. Some of them were recruited very young…The children 
were helpless…(Unattributed, 2010c).  

Again, the victimhood imagery cultivates sympathy as these were children who were vulnerable dependents 

who should have been under the guardianship of their families.  

 The recruitment of children whether by brainwashing or forced conscription liberates the ex-

combatants from culpability, “[t]hey had been brainwashed by the LTTE” (Unattributed, 2010h); “forcibly 

kidnapped and inducted child soldiers” (Unattributed, 2009d); and “[c]onscripted at the age of 15…over 11,000 

ex-combatants were forcibly conscripted by the LTTE. Most of them were in their teens” (Unattributed, 2015g). 

This may account for the positive tone and forward-looking resolve of the newspaper articles. The female ex-

combatants were children who were kidnapped and forced to serve in the LTTE, thus they are victims of the 

organisation and cannot be judged as they were children. Furthermore, they continue to be victims as they have 

been mentally traumatised (Unattributed, 2010c) and physically disabled “I have a lost a limb at the final battle” 

(Unattributed, 2012n) by the conflict. Plus, the child soldiers lost out on education whilst in the LTTE, “I have no 

education or skill to get a job” (Unattributed, 2012n). These three factors impact on the female ex-combatants’ 

ability to procure meaningful employment. In addition, they are re-victimised by society as they are 

unmarriageable, “[n]o one is interested in marrying me” (Unattributed, 2012n). This means that the female ex-

combatants cannot support themselves and cannot be supported by a spouse which leaves them destitute.  

 As well as child soldiers being portrayed as victims, female ex-combatants who were not children are 

also depicted as victims. For example, the Daily News reports, 

[t]he female ex-cadres are first introduced to a healing process that includes meditation and religious 
discourses to help get rid of anger, hatred and frustration. ‘Many suffer from post traumatic [sic] 
experiences. While educating them on theoretical aspects, they are motivated to mingle with the 
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society, to be kind to people and to respect and accommodate ideas of other people,’ Hettiarachchi 
says (Unattributed, 2012n). 

The distress and strain of war has traumatised female ex-combatants and non-combatants alike, and the 

objective of the rehabilitation process is to alleviate this stress so that the women can reintegrate with society. 

 For example in the Daily Financial Times, ex-combatants who have been sexually abused are included, 

“[t]hey are supporting ex-combatants and survivors of sexual and gender-based violence” (Perera, 2015).  

 Similarly, the Sunday Times writes about the abuse of Tamils with suspected links to the LTTE.  

Human Rights Watch has previously documented the Sri Lankan authorities’ use of torture against 
people suspected of links to the LTTE…The Report ‘We Will Teach You a Lesson’ detailed 75 cases of 
alleged rape and sexual abuse from 2006 to 2012 in both official and secret detention centers 
throughout Sri Lanka. Both men and women detainees reported being raped on multiple occasions, 
often by several people, with the army, police, and pro-government paramilitary groups frequently 
participating…Victims described being beaten, hung by their arms, partially asphyxiated, and burned 
with cigarettes (Unattributed, 2014e). 

Additionally, 

Mahinda Rajapaska [sic], whose government has been accused of systematic brutality against the 
country’s Tamils after the military rout of the Tamil Tiger rebels in 2009…the FFT [Freedom from 
Torture] report, Tainted Peace: Torture in Sri Lanka since May 2009, looks mostly at abuses during the 
Rajapaska [sic] era…The alleged forms of torture used include beatings, burning, rape and other forms 
of sexual violence, asphyxiation, electric shocks, mock executions, and stabbings (Unattributed, 2015n). 

These articles are included in reference to female ex-combatants, as these women were abused by the 

Government of Sri Lanka, and this has been documented by Macrae (2011; 2012; 2013) and Snow (2016). 

Moreover, female ex-combatants fall into the category of people with suspected links with the LTTE. 

 Relatedly, an article from the Daily Mirror writes, “reports of arbitrary surveillance, torture, detention, 

enforced disappearances and sexual violence against former combatants” (Unattributed, 2014k). The sexual 

violence which the state perpetrated against female former combatants certainly makes the women victims, 

however it does not absolve them of responsibility. Nevertheless, another article in the Daily Mirror reports,  

[a]ddressing a group of rehabilitated LTTE cadres who met him recently at the Ambuluwawa Bio-
diversity Complex the prime minister said that thousands of young men and women in the North were 
the victims of a ploy of some superpowers and communalistic organisations in the country. “Many 
young men and women who joined the LTTE did so at the instigation of others and not for personal 
gain…(Unattributed, 2012e). 

The Daily Mirror is casting female (and male) ex-combatants as victims who were exploited by others to join the 

LTTE, rather than agents who made a conscious choice to partake in political violence. This constructs them as 

victims, but also removes culpability from their actions, much like the child soldiers. The absolution of 
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responsibility fosters a notion of blamelessness, which would definitely ‘grease the wheels’ in facilitating a 

smooth reintegration of female ex-combatants into civil society.  

 This facilitation is helped by multiple victimhood (Brewer, 2010) where the Daily News defines female 

ex-combatants as, “rehabilitated war victim former LTTE women soldiers” (Unattributed, 2011c: emphasis 

added). By enabling everyone in the Sri Lankan conflict to be defined as a victim, this decreases the potential for 

opposition between perpetrator and victim, which is a destabilising factor in peace-building. 

 Another reason for female ex-combatants being represented as victims, is the dependency on a man. 

The motive given for a female ex-cadre called Selvi for joining the LTTE is explained as, “she joined the Tigers 

when she was 19, in 2006. She had to join the Tigers as her brother who was a cadre had died in battle” 

(Unattributed, 2015m). The dependency on a male family member undercuts Selvi’s independence and agency 

in joining LTTE due to political urgency. Female cadres can be depicted as naïve puppets who are at the mercy 

of their male counterparts through deception or coercion. Galvin (1983) argues that women are introduced into 

terrorism by men (such as family members or romantic partners) and occupy secondary positions. Selvi’s agency 

is contingent on the context, and here circumstances arose which forced her to join the LTTE, rather than her 

own conscious or willing choice. Therefore, this environment did not allow full freedom on Selvi’s part, thus her 

joining the LTTE was derived from circumstance and not from her own will. This means Selvi can be judged less 

harshly, as it indicates a low level of agency. In a way, Selvi could be considered a victim, as the category of 

victimhood indicates an inability to say no, rather than a willingness to partake in violence. This is like Gopika, 

“she fought not to kill anyone but for her own defence in fear of death” (Unattributed, 2015g); and Sangeetha, 

“[a]s there was no other option, we fought. We thought of death all the time,” (Unattributed, 2012n).  

 In the articles about Selvi, Gopika, Sangeetha and Thangala external factors are emphasised and agency 

is downplayed. Talbot (2001) explains this as indicative of the gendered reasoning of a female combatant’s 

choice. Moreover the article which represents female ex-combatants as “victims of a ploy of some superpowers” 

(Unattributed, 2012e) is trying to explain away the female former combatants’ choices (Toles Parkin, 2004; 

Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007; Bloom, 2011a; Stack, 2011; Yarchi, 2014) which denies her agency (Gentry, 2011). 

Otto claims that women are typecast as victims of war and in need of protection. Thus, they are defined only in 

terms of violability (2009: 15) and are represented in connection with vulnerability. By representing the women 

as victim, this overlooks their agency (Sharoni, 2001: 86) and removes any culpability from her actions.  This is 

particularly evident with female child soldiers, who are both female and minors. The effect of this portrayal 
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feeds into news consumers’ knowledge about women in post-conflict societies, reinforcing the idea that women 

are at risk of violence and not perpetrators. The news media have the potential to portray women not only as 

victims but as visible agents of change (Reviere, 2007; Ramsbotham et al., 2011). However, in the Sri Lankan 

press the female ex-cadres are portrayed as symbols of tradition rather than change, by reporting on them as 

returning to domesticity. This return is depicted as orientated towards a peaceful future, where women’s only 

role in the future is as biological reproducers (Anthias and Yuval-Davis, 1989; Moghadam, 1994; Yuval-Davis, 

1997; de Alwis, 2002), rather than as agents of peace.  

 Overall, 111 articles referred to victims, which is 21.1 per cent of the Sri Lankan articles (Table 60 in 

Appendix). Within these articles, the node ‘victim’ was coded wherever the notion of victimhood occurred. 

Moreover, other nodes (such as ‘child soldiers’) which imply victimhood were included in the table on victims 

as simply because the word ‘victim’ is not mentioned, does not mean that victimhood is not inferred. Some 

examples of victims of the LTTE are “victims of LTTE terror” (Unattributed, 2013d) and “crimes against humanity 

the LTTE committed” (Unattributed, 2012c). Plus, the Daily News reports on the victims of NGO ineptitude who 

are partisan extensions of Western powers, 

NGOs willingly and obediently act as cats’ paws of the neo-colonialists pulling the Western chestnuts 
out of the fires burning and exploding in conflict and post-conflict zones…they…neither served the high 
moral principles they profess nor the victims of these conflict zones caused or fuelled by their 
paymasters (Unattributed, 2013w). 

 On a different point, an article in the Daily Financial Times reports, 

[p]laying the perpetual victim. This frame of ‘we have always been victims and we need to be saved’ is 
deeply ingrained in the Tamil political psyche. This is not to say that the Sri Lankan State is innocent. 
Having worked on human rights since 1977, terrible, mindboggling things have been done over the last 
three decades by the Sri Lankan State and the security forces, but playing the perpetual victim, 
especially at this time, will get us nowhere (Coomaraswamy, 2015). 

This article criticises the ‘victim card’ as unconducive to a peaceful future, yet in the articles about female ex-

combatants this does not appear to be a major theme.  

 Following on from this sub-theme on non-culpability and victimhood, the relationship between peace 

and female ex-combatants is described below. 

6.5.8 Peace and Female Ex-combatants 

The inclusion of former combatants in peace-building is vital for sustainable peace processes. They have 

credibility within the community as they have been the perpetrators of violence, thus their involvement 
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legitimises peace-building. Research avers that former combatants have made positive contributions to peace 

in Northern Ireland (Shirlow and McEvoy, 2008; Shirlow et al., 2010; Brewer et al., 2013) as they are a rich 

resource for bridge building (Wahidin, 2016: 218). However, negative coverage in the news media or lack of 

representation altogether has had adverse effects on the acceptance of ex-combatants as peace-builders, 

especially when past acts of violence are referred to (Shirlow and McEvoy, 2008: 1).  

 In the Sri Lankan news media, female former comrades were contextualised by the future, not past acts 

of violence (apart from Balasingham), and they are generally portrayed positively. However, as the coverage of 

female ex-cadres and peace-building makes up only 3.42 per cent of the articles (Table 59 in Appendix), this is 

evidence of how the contributions of ex-combatants in conflict transformation is “under-sung” (Brewer et al., 

2013: 24) and under-sold (Shirlow and McEvoy, 2008: 1).  

 Feron (2006) notes that the news media tend to focus on the criminal activities of former combatants, 

which minimises the positive contributions that ex-combatants have made in society. But in the Sri Lankan 

newspapers there is no mention of female former cadres being involved in crime, as they are portrayed as having 

successfully completed rehabilitation. This does not mean that the women have not engaged in crime, but simply 

that the reality which is being constructed contains a reformed law-abiding figure. 

 Mitchell (2008) states that the legitimacy which Loyalist ex-combatants possess is detrimental to 

acceptance by the community due to past associations with violence and criminality. In Sri Lanka, there is 

evidence of the community rejecting female former cadres due to the stigma of having been in the LTTE 

(Unattributed, 2015g) and the lack of sensitisation measures (Unattributed, 2015m).  

 Overall, there is a vast underrepresentation of female ex-combatants and peace-building in the Sri 

Lankan news media. Nevertheless, there are 18 articles which are coded at the node ‘former combatant and 

peace’ (Table 59 in Appendix). The articles occur in all the newspapers apart from the Sunday Times. What 

follows are examples from each of the newspapers beginning with the Daily Financial Times, 

I can give a 1,000% assurance that none of these girls and boys will take up arms again. They are living 
very peaceful happy lives as there is no war for them to die. If someone is trying to disrupt the peace, 
they will be the first to inform the Army. They just want jobs to earn a living (Unattributed, 2015g). 

Here the ex-cadres are characterised as protectors of the peace, the type of ex-combatants that which Shirlow 

et al. (2010: 39) opine are crucial in ‘policing the peace’ against spoilers. 
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 The Daily News states, [h]e also invited the rehabilitated ex-combatants to dedicate themselves to 

safeguarding the hard-won peace (Unattributed, 2013r). Again the former comrades are seen as guardians of 

peace (Shirlow et al., 2010: 39). In addition, the newspaper says, 

[t]o ensure future stability and peace in Sri Lanka, the Sri Lankan government decided to rehabilitate 
and reintegrate 11,500 LTTE Tigers…Although they were former members of the LTTE, we don’t refer 
to them as terrorists. The [sic] rejected violence and embraced peace. We call them beneficiaries 
because they benefited from the reconciliation programme (Unattributed, 2012r). 

Here is recognition that the rehabilitation of former fighters is key to creating sustainable peace, however the 

paucity of articles espousing this knowledge is not conducive to creating a robust belief in this by news 

consumers. 

 The Sunday Observer writes, “[s]lowly threading their lives with the new found peace, every ex-LTTE 

cadre who came back home after rehabilitation wants a better future” (Unattributed, 2010f). Peace is equated 

to the future, and the future is associated with prosperity. The newspaper portraying the former combatants as 

committed to peace, may cause the readers to accept them as they are no longer a threat to stability.  

 The lack of association between female ex-cadres and peace-building may be that as peace-building is 

political, and in the Sri Lankan news media, politics is male-dominated, the women are not connected to peace 

as it is outside their domestic realm. In addition, the affinity between peace and women is usually allocated to 

non-combative women. Thus, as female ex-combatants transgressed the boundaries of gender norms, they are 

not perceived as natural peace-builders. 

 However, the reason that there are very few articles (3.42 per cent) which mention female ex-

combatants and peace-building is that in the Sri Lankan news media the female ex-combatants are connected 

with domesticity rather than political or even community peace-building. This may be because these women 

have transgressed socio-cultural boundaries of gender and entered into the masculine realm, thus forgoing their 

femininity. However, most likely, the patriarchy of politics has seen to it that peace-building is undertaken by 

men. It is unclear from the news media the extent of peace-building that female ex-combatants have engaged 

in, as it may be underreported, which further solidifies women’s secondary position in politics, as it is not 

deemed newsworthy. 

 In Sri Lanka, the female ex-combatants are being re-feminised into ‘normal’ women (Gowrinathan and 

Cronin-Furman, 2015), and their acts of domesticity are depicted as low-level peace-building as they are directed 

away from paramilitary activity. The coverage appears to suggest that the best way they can bring about peace 
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is by getting married and having children, rather than by entering the political arena to fight for women’s (and 

Tamils’) equality. By forgetting the past, they are also forgetting the steps that they took towards gender equality 

by taking up roles that previously were only available to men. From the news media portrayals, it appears that 

to prevent the realisation of gender equality post-conflict, the women are being trained as hairdressers and the 

hard politics are left to the men. Furthermore, it seems that the rehabilitation training does not include 

information on how to run for office or engage in politics (it is not reported in the newspapers, even if it exists). 

The news media representation is inducing the reader to forget the deeds of female ex-combatants for the sake 

of peace, nonetheless, the underlying reasons for this could be to convince the reader to forget their non-

womanlike behaviour to make them fit for marriage, and to forget their fight for women’s liberation. The past 

is downgraded in the interest of a traditional future where men and women are unequal, thus female ex-

combatants are not represented as agents capable of change.  

 Although there are some mentions of the combination of ex-combatants and peace, the newspapers 

could elaborate on the connection so that former cadres could be seen by the public as necessary components 

of peace. 

 It was expected as the subjects of study are female ex-combatants, and women are generally 

considered to be peace-loving (Ruddick, 1990; Reardon, 1993), that there would be a greater association of 

peace and the female former cadres. Moreover, as the Sri Lankan news media ranked peace and its associated 

stems at number 14 in the word frequency table (Table 67 in Appendix), it was assumed that the female ex-

combatants would have been allied with peace. However, there are only six articles coded at the node ‘women 

affinity peace’ which amounts to 1.14 per cent.  

 The Daily News writes, 

[t]he adoption of the Security Council Resolution 1325 (2000), ten years ago, was a landmark in our 
efforts to recognize the women’s contribution to the maintenance and promotion of peace and security 
(Unattributed, 2010a). 

The low number of articles conflating women and peace may be conducive to gender equality as previous 

research such as Elshtain (1990), Enloe (2000b), Otto (2006) and Duncanson (2016) state that associating women 

with peace can impair their role on society, because it entrenches social identities and can cast women as mere 

symbols rather than agents. There is one article which says that the female ex-cadres hate violence because 

they are women (Unattributed, 2012n), but this is not qualified by their love for peace, it is just because they 

are female. 
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 What follows is a summary of this theme of gendered representation in the Sri Lankan press. 

6.5.9 Summary  

Data is a powerful tool for discovering gender bias, and critical discourse analysis uncovers and brings to light 

how language use sustains social inequality (Fairclough, 1993; van Dijk, 2001; Reisigl and Wodak, 2005; Wodak 

and Meyer, 2009) by exposing discursive practices of gender constructions in discourse. The data collected 

shows gender-based patterns in the news media which are evidence of gender bias. This is important as the 

news media are a source of information which provides insights into what Sri Lankan society is like. Thus, the 

numbers are sobering indicators and reminders of deliberate or unconscious gender bias. Research into the 

representation of women must recognise and address the prejudiced representation, as gendered depictions 

impact on how the roles that women occupy are perceived by society. Representations are programmed with 

ideology, and composed of signs which are meaningful because they belong to socially accepted norms which 

readers can recognise and interpret (Bignell, 2002: 59). The norms of the passive and maternal figure are easily 

identifiable. Consequently, the reader is at risk of becoming subject to the ideology encoded in the news articles 

(Bignell, 2002: 60). 

 This research raises awareness of the gendered representations in newspapers and helps to understand 

what journalists and news media outlets need to do to change how they represent female ex-combatants. One 

suggestion would be to encourage journalists to reframe their articles to put the female former cadres at the 

centre of a story, so that they can speak for themselves rather than being spoken about.  

 Frames are born from socio-cultural conventions, thus by framing the female ex-combatants in 

gendered constructs, this is leading news consumers to interpret the women within traditional gender norms. 

In the news media, the female ex-combatants are ‘pegged’ (Norris, 1997a: 2) in domestic narratives, like 

motherhood and marriage, which naturalises them as the subjugated figure and grounds them in this 

constructed reality for newspaper readers. Hence, meaning is made by signalling to the reader that the female 

former comrades have been re-domesticated. The women who have committed acts of political violence are 

refashioned in the news media according to socio-culturally shared beliefs and understandings of gender. The 

representations of the politically violent women and the feminine women are dialectically constructed. This is 

further exemplified by the negative characterisation of Balasingham, who subverts the traditional roles of 
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women within Tamil society. By conveying how the women who have returned to family life in order to be wives 

and mothers are praised, and simultaneously  highlighting the disparagement of Balasingham, the news media 

are advertising role models for Tamil women, and reinforcing gender clichés (Nacos, 2005). 

  News media portrayals have a powerful influence on our perceptions as they wield formidable power 

in creating and perpetuating unconscious biases. The role models provided by the news media in Sri Lanka are 

not inspiring women to engage in politics or take up traditionally masculine occupations, but rather they are 

encouraging women to remain in domestic positions. Due to the societal impact of the news media, if the female 

ex-combatants are depicted and seen in culturally dictated gender roles, this is how they are perceived by news 

consumers.  

 However, change can be effected by modifying how these women are represented. If female ex-

combatants are only seen in the context of domesticity and femininity, then they will not be accepted when 

challenging patriarchy. Currently, the female ex-combatants are seen as an exception rather than as a norm, 

which needs to be refigured and corrected. 

 In summary, some female terrorist frames were applicable in post-conflict Sri Lanka. The female ex-

combatants’ backgrounds were examined in the news media (Bloom, 2011a; 2011b; Gentry, 2011; Stack, 2011); 

their appearance was scrutinised (Gonsalves, 2005) and the change of masculine combat boots to saris was 

noted. They were used as propaganda figures (de Alwis, 2002; Unattributed, 2012n) due to their unusualness 

(Bloom, 2011a), even though female terrorists, and therefore, female ex-combatants, are not rare (Nacos, 2005; 

Yarchi, 2014). The diminutive was used to lessen culpability (Melzer, 2009) and make the women victims of the 

LTTE, rather than agents with choice (Toles Parkin, 2004; Gentry, 2011). Moreover, the women were sexualised 

and Selvi was named a “whore” (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007). Although Balasingham was not named ‘monster’ in 

the articles, she was depicted as a monstrous mother who preyed on vulnerable children, thus subverting the 

traditional concept of motherhood (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007). And related to motherhood, female ex-

combatants who left their children to fight, were seen as unnatural, but were redeemed by the reunification 

with their children again.  Whilst motherhood was presented as a theme, it was not presented as a motivation 

for the women to join the LTTE. The frames that were missing were the vengeful or lovesick woman frames. 

Plus, a female ex-combatant being as ruthless as her male counterpart was absent. Moreover, the fetishism 

(Bloom, 2011a) of female terrorists post-conflict happens in only one article, where it reports on the special 

attention given to female ex-cadres. However, the intention of the news is to portray the women as having been 
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neutralised, so that they are no longer seen as a threat to the stability of society. Plus, so that they (are 

perceived) to no longer challenge the patriarchal dominion (Bloom, 2011a).  

 The domain of the news media shapes our perceptions of the reality and informs unconscious biases 

about what a female ex-combatant should look like, how she should behave and what roles she should occupy 

now that warfare has ended. This makes it more difficult for women to move out of these traditional positions 

and progress in society. It downplays women’s influence in society and serves to preserve the subjugation in Sri 

Lankan society. The constructions in the news media play a significant part in determining which roles are 

acceptable in reality, thus stronger female representation in the news media can aid news consumers 

envisioning women filling non-traditional roles in real life. In order to resist social inequality caused by the 

asymmetrical power relations of patriarchy, the journalists should re-examine gender constructions in news 

articles which cultivate images of female ex-combatants returning to traditional gender roles and provide 

aspirational role models who oppose naturalisation and conformity. 

 Related to female ex-combatants and peace-building in the news media, is the final theme Peace 

Journalism. This is discussed in the context of Sri Lanka’s newspapers. 

6.6 PEACE JOURNALISM 

The impression from the Sri Lankan press is that the principles of peace journalism govern the writing of the 

articles due to the highest proportion of articles being coded as positive (41.25 per cent) and neutral (30.8 per 

cent) (Table 55 in Appendix). However, a closer look at the articles reveals that the principles of peace journalism 

are not employed for the mere altruistic endeavour of peace. 

 The word frequency queries for all the Sri Lankan newspapers (tables 67 and 68 in Appendix) show that 

terrorism features in the articles (for example, in the stemmed words word frequency query it is tenth, Table 67 

in Appendix), which is a politically charged word, and certainly not a principle of peace journalism. However, 

certain factors of peace journalism exist in the Sri Lankan newspapers, such as speaking about peaceful conflict 

transformation (Galtung, 2000), and giving visibility to peace-building initiatives like rehabilitation (Center for 

Global Peace Journalism, 2015), and the future that rehabilitation has created for female former combatants. 

Nevertheless, the narrow focus on the future and the disallowing of the discussion of the past prevents the 
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causes of conflict being articulated. Galtung (1996), Lederach (1997) and Lynch and McGoldrick (2005) state that 

the background of, and the triggers for, conflict must be discussed to foster peace. But the articles shut down 

debates and considerations about the past. Thus, the future peace is anchorless and rudderless. Moreover, the 

enforced silence stifles the truth orientation of peace journalism which is vital for peace (Lynch and McGoldrick, 

2005). Lynch and McGoldrick (2010) insist that unsavoury and inconvenient information must not be omitted 

when covering conflict and peace. Now in the Sri Lankan press, the imposed muteness on the past does not 

prove that secrets are being suppressed, but the silence speaks volumes. For example, the films of (Macrae, 

2011; 2012; 2013) reveal the nefarious acts of the Sinhalese soldiers during the conflict. This cynical view on the 

Sri Lankan newspapers’ take on peace journalism is grounded in the Government of Sri Lanka’s control of the 

news media, and the severe sanctions on journalists who do not toe the Government’s party line. Journalists 

who have criticised the Government have been murdered, assaulted, harassed and intimidated (Amnesty 

International, 2009; 2010; 2013; 2016). This interpretation of the articles is parallel to the propaganda model of 

Herman and Chomsky (1994), which states that the elite shape the news; the news serves the ends of the 

government; and dissent is quashed. These three factors appear to be the case in Sri Lanka. Moreover, the 

plurality of narratives is absent, which undermines the news media’s role in society, which is to inform and 

challenge the government. 

 Peace journalism advocates a balanced outlook without any ‘us versus them’ vocabulary which pits 

opposing ethno-national groups against each other. In the newspapers, the word “surrendee” is used in the 

Daily Mirror (Unattributed, 2009j) and the Sunday Observer (Unattributed, 2010c) to describe female ex-

combatants. This word reinforces the victor’s peace and portrays the LTTE as being defeated by the Government. 

Additionally, the female ex-combatants are depicted as surrendering to the Government of Sri Lanka, “I knew 

there was no hope of victory for us and surrendered to the Army” (Unattributed, 2012n) in the Daily News. An 

article from the same newspaper is titled, “Defeating Terrorism, Safeguarding Human Rights”, and the content 

is as follows, 

[m]y Motherland suffered from almost three decades of destruction from terrorism. But now we have 
shown the world that it can be defeated. The FBI has stated that the LTTE is the world's most dangerous 
and ruthless terrorist organization. We were able to defeat this organization which falsely built an 
image that it could never be defeated…However, defeating terrorism was not simple or easy. There 
were those who supported terrorism openly as well as secretively. We invited the terrorists many a 
time to give up arms and enter the democratic path. The terrorists ignored our calls. They killed 
innocent unarmed people. They destroyed the nation's resources and created a bloodbath upon our 
Motherland. We were responsible for stopping this. A majority in my country requested the 
Government to take this responsibility…Despite the cost, being a welfare State, our Government never 
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cut down any welfare services of our citizens. It is during this period that the world suffered from an 
economic crisis. However, that did not affect us deeply because of our far-sighted financial and 
economic policies. When the international community was embroiled in this economic crisis, our 
problem was this scourge of terrorism. We are rid of that menace now. But the residual effect and a 
few related problems remain…It is necessary to completely wipe out the LTTE network which operated 
locally as well as internationally (supported by both local and international sponsors). When our Forces 
were fighting terrorism, the terrorists used various ways and methods to escape the pressure. Around 
300,000 was kept as a human shield by the Tiger terrorists while attacking the military Forces. These 
unarmed innocent Tamil civilians tried many times to come over to the Government Forces for security. 
At times the terrorists shot and killed those who tried to escape. But finally all of them were able to 
breakaway from the LTTE and come under the shelter of the Government Security Forces. Among them 
were children, pregnant women, elderly and those suffering from various illnesses. Our soldiers 
received them kindly and treated them as their own. That is their discipline and how they were trained. 
Our Motherland is nourished with the teaching of Buddhism. We were brought up in that background. 
The true Buddhist shows compassion towards all others. Helping those who suffer enables them to 
bear suffering with a tranquil mind. This is the disciplined and civilized Army that the Tiger terrorists 
attacked. The citizens were aware of this. They respected and trusted the military. Thus, close to 
300,000 Tamil civilians came to us for security (Unattributed, 2009b). 

This article is a blatant example of war journalism, where the LTTE are cast as villains and the Government of Sri 

Lanka are saviours, who were victorious against the “scourge of terrorism”. 

 Likewise, the Daily Mirror writes, 

[t]he Ministry would release a batch of rehabilitated LTTE cadres- majority of them women- on May 18 
to mark the ‘Peace Week’ declared to celebrate the first anniversary of the victory of the ‘War Against 
Terrorism’ (Unattributed, 2010d). 

This ‘us vs them’ paradigm highlights the end of the war as a victor’s peace where the LTTE were vanquished by 

the Sri Lankan army. This is unexpected as the Daily Mirror is an independent newspaper and not owned by the 

Government of Sri Lanka. This paradigm does not adhere to peace journalism’s rules of removing the zero-sum 

game and ‘victor versus loser’ model which incites conflict and can overturn sensitive peace agreements.  

 There is evidence of peace journalism’s principles in the Sri Lankan press, and a cynical perspective 

interprets this as the Government of Sri Lanka’s peace, rather than a peace that would benefit both Tamils and 

the Sinhalese equally. Of course, this research is only looking at female ex-combatants, thus a study which 

identified peace or war journalism across all of Sri Lanka’s news media could provide more robust results about 

how the news media’s role in peace-building. 

Having analysed the Sri Lankan news media in four major themes, a conclusion of all the findings is 

given. 
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6.7 CONCLUSION 

Newspaper discourse is “language in use” (Richardson, 2007: 220, original emphasis). It is a social practice and 

directed at doing something, that is, it is written with a purpose to produce a reaction from news consumers. 

Discourse is situated in a social context which influences the language chosen to represent phenomena. This is 

why a case study methodology has been chosen to understand how female ex-combatants are represented in 

the Sri Lankan English-language news media,  

“[j]ournalism is inescapably connected to the social, political and cultural context (etc.) in which it is 
written and consumed, and hence needs to be (re)located in these contexts during analysis” 
(Richardson, 2007: 221).  

Social settings frame, structure and control how language is used, which enables some people to speak and 

restricts others. Richardson’s theory assumes that the language choices of newspapers shapes the way news 

consumers perceive themselves and others and differentiate themselves from others. The social context and 

consequences of language use are related to power (2007: 220). In this case, the news media have the power to 

shape society’s perceptions and beliefs about female ex-combatants, and the representations reproduce social 

conditions by naturalising and normalising roles for women who were involved in the LTTE. As the rehabilitation 

programmes are focusing on gendered roles, the news media reporting is unproblematic, however, the 

journalists could challenge and resist these roles by shining light on the anachronism of the training. This would 

serve to destabilise the re-feminising mission of the Government, which appears to be forcing women back into 

the kitchen. It seems that the goal of the articles is not to hold the rehabilitation programmes up for scrutiny 

but simply to report on them without inquiry (this is in relation to the gendering of the programmes, because 

the Daily Financial Times does spotlight the lack of opportunities for rehabilitated female ex-cadres). 

 The representation of the female former combatant contributes to the construction of gendered social 

categories within the specific Sri Lankan context. As the news media’s representations are devised of traditional 

feminine expectations, this serves to sustain asymmetrical power relations between the sexes. Although these 

representations are not mimetic reflections of the female ex-combatants, they matter because they influence 

the construction of social reality for news consumers. 

 The themes reveal that the new feminine identity which is being created in the articles is dialectically 

opposed to the past militarised identity. The traditional feminine values are easily identified by readers, thus de-

sensationalising the former combatants and rendering them familiar and non-threatening.  



 277 

 Peace journalism is present in the articles, but the intention behind its employment remain dubious. 

However, it is refreshing to see peace initiatives being included in mainstream media. 

 Language constructs and shapes reality through the ideology imbued within, hence how language is 

used maintains societal power relations. Ideology is the power behind discourse, and this normalises certain 

socio-cultural conventions and power relations as natural (Fairclough, 2001). Fairclough highlights the 

importance of the “connections between language use and unequal relations of power”, and the “significance 

of language in the production, maintenance; and change of social relations of power” because “language 

contributes to the domination of social groups over others” (Fairclough, 2001: 1). In this case language can be 

seen to remove agency from female ex-combatants in post-conflict Sri Lanka by depicting them as ‘defused’ and 

re-feminised through rehabilitation, by using stereotypical portrayals of the mother and wife, and by denying 

them direct speech which contributes to their “symbolic annihilation” in the news media and encapsulates their 

lack of social power (Tuchman, 1979: 533). As news is constructed, it is a “cultural product that reflects the 

dominant cultural assumptions about who and what is important” (Gill, 2007: 114), the lack of social power is 

emblematic in gendered representations. The depictions of female ex-combatants serve to deconstruct the 

former violent identity of the female cadre and reconstruct a feminine identity which upholds traditional Tamil 

values, and does not threaten male power relations.  

 However, discourse is a “site of social struggle” (Fairclough, 2001: 73, original emphasis), 

there has been a significant shift in the social functioning of language, a shift reflected in the salience 
of language in the major social changes which have been taking place over the last few decades. Many 
of these social changes do not just involve language, but are constituted to a significant extent by 
changes in language practices (Fairclough, 1993: 6). 

Thus, discourse and its ideological driving force can be challenged as “changes in language use are linked to 

wider social and cultural processes” (Fairclough, 1993: 1). Moreover, the conflict of interpretations, such as 

oppositional or alternative, which depend on one’s position in society (Bignell, 2002: 62), could serve to 

deconstruct and destabilise power-laden discourse. The identification of the naturalisation of ideology through 

gendered constructs and frameworks in the news media, leads to consciousness-raising which is the road to 

emancipation (Fairclough, 1993: 1). Thus, identification of language-use which subjugates women and maintains 

unequal power relations, and its condemnation can lead to social change and the redistribution of power within 

society. For example, the vetoing or criminalising of certain terms of reference which discriminate against 

women. The Advertising Standards Authority and Committees of Advertising Practice (2017) produced a report 
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for the UK on advertising which identified gendered stereotypes such as gendered occupations and 

characteristics, the mocking of people who are not conforming to traditional gender roles, sexualisation and 

objectification based on gender, and depicting unhealthy body images as harmful to individuals and society 

(2017: 4). The reports explains,  

[g]ender stereotypes have the potential to cause harm by inviting assumptions about adults and 
children that might negatively restrict how they see themselves and how others see them. These 
assumptions can lead to unequal gender outcomes in public and private aspects of people’s lives; 
outcomes, which are increasingly acknowledged to be detrimental to individuals, the economy and 
society in general (Advertising Standards Authority and Committees of Advertising Practice, 2017: 5). 

Thus, this report claims that gendered constructions are injurious to how people see themselves and how others 

perceive them. Moreover, they restrict space available in society for individuals to digress from gendered social 

expectations. Additionally, Rollero (2013) claims that exposure to media stereotypes causes endorsement of 

sexist attitudes, hostility towards women, the acceptance of gender role stereotyping in society, and the support 

of the justification of the social inequality between men and women. Therefore, representation of the female 

ex-combatants in the news media matters, as it has  

social effects…it can shape people’s opinions, not only of the world but also of their place and role in 
the world...it can help shape social reality by shaping our views of social reality (Richardson, 2007: 13, 
original emphasis). 

The gendered representation contributes to the social reality in which the female ex-cadres exist. In Sri Lanka, 

the women are constrained to domestic roles rather than continuing the challenge to patriarchy which they 

exhibited whilst in the LTTE. 

 However, in order to challenge gender inequality in society, the report ‘Depictions, Perceptions and 

Harm a Report on Gender Stereotypes in Advertising’ is introducing standards and regulations which do not 

represent women (and men) in gendered roles (Advertising Standards Authority and Committees of Advertising 

Practice, 2017: 5). Similar regulations could contribute to enacting social change in Sri Lanka. This research has 

identified language in the news media which frames women using gender constructions, hence regulations could 

disallow framing women solely as mothers, wives and daughters, and open up windows for alternative 

discourses and women’s voices. 

 To summarise the findings of this research, rehabilitation features greatly, and its transformative aspect 

contributes to the future-focus slant of the newspapers. Moreover, the social actors, the female ex-combatants, 

are represented through gender constructs and they are rarely quoted. Finally, peace journalism exists in the 



 279 

newspapers, but it is a one size fits all style, which may be suppressing truths about the Government of Sri 

Lanka’s role in the conflict, hence the strict focus on the future, and the refusal to speak about the past. 

 The socio-cultural and historical context of Sri Lanka constructs gender asymmetrically, with men being 

the dominant group and women being less powerful. This research has revealed that female ex-combatants are 

being recast in stereotypical roles, however in order to discover if they are underrepresented in the news media, 

corresponding research on male former combatants must be conducted for comparison.  

 As this chapter on Sri Lankan news media has displayed how female ex-combatants are portrayed, the 

next chapter explains the similarities and differences between Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka’s respective news 

medias. 
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7 Comparison Chapter 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter compares the analyses of female ex-combatants in the Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka data chapters 

by using critical discourse analysis, semiotics and Foucault’s (1972) theory of discourse, knowledge and power, 

to understand the ideological meanings in the texts. Critical discourse analysis, as mentioned in the Methodology 

chapter, investigates the use of language to maintain or challenge socio-political ideology and power 

inequalities. Semiotics involves analysing representations by looking at the role of signs in the construction of 

reality (Chandler, 2007). Plus, Foucault’s approach states that discourse constitutes phenomena (1972: 49) is 

concerned with the production of social knowledge through representation (Hall, 1997c: 42).  

 How people are represented in the news media matters as these textual descriptions and images 

contribute to how these people are perceived and received by society, and what meaning is assigned to them. 

As Hall says, “[r]epresentation is the production of meaning through language…Meaning is produced within 

language…Meaning is produced by the practice, the ‘work’, of representation” (1997c: 28). Representation is a 

process which casts particular social groups in certain roles in society and can keep minority groups on an 

unequal footing with dominant groups. Representation is a resource where power can be enacted through 

discourse in order to provide ‘truthful’ social knowledge which becomes a belief system for news consumers. 

However, innovative representation which addresses misrepresentation and underrepresentation, challenges 

the status quo and represents people accurately (or as accurately as possible). The real-world implication of this 

is that people’s knowledge is not built on the foundations of stereotypes (from the news media) which only work 

to preserve unequal power relations. 

 The power of representation relates to female ex-combatants in that formulaic frameworks were 

identified in the newspaper articles, rather than varied and individualised portrayals. These representations 

differed starkly between the two cases, and these differences were interpreted through analysis of the following 

themes: Format; Past and Future; Forgiveness, Redemption and Retributio;, Gender Representation and Peace 

Journalism. 
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 The analysis begins with the comparison of the format of the newspapers from Northern Ireland and 

Sri Lanka. 

7.2 FORMAT 

Northern Ireland’s newspapers are separated along ethno-national lines (Nationalist and Unionist). In Sri Lanka’s 

case, the English-language newspapers chosen for this thesis are divided by being state-owned (pro-Sinhalese) 

and privately-owned. The structure of the Northern Irish and Sri Lankan newspapers differs greatly. To see the 

word range and the number of articles for each, please see Table 80 in the Appendix. In the Northern Irish 

newspapers, articles are generally short, the most common word range is 101-500 with 3436 articles. All the 

articles adopt an informative tone, which are traditional news pieces. The Sri Lankan newspapers’ most common 

word count is also 101-500 with 187 articles. However, there are significant numbers of articles which have 

3001-3500 and 4001-4500 words. As peace needs a more nuanced contextualisation, the Sri Lankan newspaper 

articles have a lot of words (compared to Northern Ireland); which can allow for a greater understanding of a 

post-conflict society. It may be that the Sri Lankan longer articles are just badly written and not subbed, or 

commentary pieces, which then only allow for more opportunity to promulgate the point of view the writer is 

espousing.  

 In addition, the Sri Lankan articles are written in a conversational fashion, akin to a short story. The 

Northern Irish newspapers appear as professional news articles which have been written in accordance with the 

journalistic norms. The Sri Lankan newspapers are much less sophisticated and rather crude. They use adjectives 

to describe the female ex-combatants, and superfluous language to define relationships which give the articles 

a fiction-like feel. The unsophisticated nature of the articles may be due to English not being an official language 

of Sri Lanka. Its official national languages are Sinhala and Tamil, however in government policies English is used. 

In Northern Ireland, the official language is English (Irish and Ulster-Scots are recognised as minority languages), 

thus the proficiency of the articles is expected. Moreover, in Northern Ireland journalism is a profession with 

rigorous training at degree-level from universities. This is true for Sri Lanka as well, however, in addition to 

university education, the Ministry for Finance and Mass Media provides training for journalists. This includes 

providing credit for journalists to purchase equipment, scholarship programmes and workshops (Ministry of 
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Finance and Mass Media, 2017). The difference is that journalism training in Northern Ireland is independent 

from government, as a journalist’s role is to hold the government to account with regards to policy and practice.  

 Moreover, the Independent Press Standards Organisation (IPSO) regulates the newspaper and 

magazine industry in the UK. Plus, the UK is 40 in the 2017 World Press Freedom Index (Reporters Without 

Borders, 2017b), and Sri Lanka is 141 (Reporters Without Borders, 2017a). Sri Lankan journalism was censored 

severely by the former President Mahinda Rajapaksa, and this censorship has continued with the current 

President Maithripala Sirisena. In Sri Lanka journalists are persecuted, threated and murdered for covering news 

which is unflattering to the Government of Sri Lanka (Amnesty International, 2013). The journalist Lasantha 

Wickrematunge, the editor of the Sunday Leader, was shot and killed in Colombo in 2009. He was a severe critic 

of Rajapaksa and his murder received international attention as it highlighted the violence directed at Sri Lankan 

journalists who reported on human rights abuses and corruption within the Government (Unattributed, 2017). 

In March 2016, the Ministry of Finance and Mass Media demanded that in order to remain legal, all online news 

platforms had to register with the Government (Reporters Without Borders, 2017a).  

 Another difference between the two sets of newspapers is that Northern Ireland has produced more 

articles about female ex-combatants than Sri Lanka. As a substantial amount of Northern Ireland’s female former 

combatants are politicians in the Legislative Assembly (whereas Sri Lanka’s are not politicians), it was expected 

that as MLAs there would be more news stories about them. Also, the issue of ex-combatants is controversial in 

Northern Ireland. Their prominent presence in the Assembly is met with resistance from some sectors of the 

community, due to them being perceived as criminals who have been rewarded with high ranking positions and 

large salaries. However, in Sri Lanka the female ex-combatants are non-controversial as they have returned to 

domestic life and mostly have not engaged in politics (only Thamilini is reported as trying to get involved in 

politics). In accordance with news values which dictate that the unusual and the contentious are newsworthy 

(Galtung and Ruge, 1965), due to the lack of controversy surrounding Sri Lankan female ex-combatants they 

have not received as much attention in the press. Moreover, Sri Lanka has newspapers in the Tamil and Sinhalese 

languages which may have covered female ex-combatants post-conflict more prolifically, however in this 

research only the English language press is considered. 

 Layout is a factor in the construction of meaning in newspapers, thus the placement of the article 

indicates its importance. Nevertheless, on Nexis the newspaper database, the page numbers were not included 

for any of the Sri Lankan newspapers or the News Letter, Derry Journal or Londonderry Sentinel. Therefore, 
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comparisons between the prominence of news articles from Sri Lanka and Northern Ireland cannot be made. 

Spatial syntagmatic relations have bearing on how messages are communicated and how they are absorbed by 

readers. The articles which have been imbued with the greatest importance for the news consumer to read are 

placed on the first page in order to attract the attention of the buyer on the newsstand. In English people 

generally read from left to right, thus articles placed on the left page are read before those on the right page. 

This is the same for the placement of articles on the page, those on the left are usually read before those on the 

right.  

 As the structural differences of the newspapers have been discussed, the critical discourse analysis and 

semiotic analysis of the overarching ideological themes are addressed, beginning with the concepts of the past 

and the future. 

7.3 PAST AND FUTURE 

One of the most significant differences between the newspapers is the way in which the Northern Irish 

publications focus on the past and the Sri Lankan ones focus on the future. In the Northern Irish newspapers, 

the past is coded in 50.78 per cent (Table 35 in Appendix), and in Sri Lanka this is 2.66 per cent (Table 56 in 

Appendix). Although the Unionist newspapers in Northern Ireland portray the female ex-combatants mainly 

negatively, and the Nationalist newspapers depict them mainly neutrally (Table 34 in Appendix) the same 

framing formula of the past is used. In the Nationalist newspapers, the recalling of the past is not necessarily 

negative, for example, some of the articles commemorate and glorify the female former combatants for their 

suffering as internees who have sacrificed themselves. Whereas in the Unionist newspapers the women are 

criminalised for past deeds. Critical discourse analysis of the articles show that the predication of the 

representations embodies the qualities assigned to the women, and the oppositional representations reflect the 

ideology and bias of the newspapers. Additionally, the presumptions about the female ex-combatants run 

parallel to the newspapers’ respective ideologies, which results in high modality for the readers. 

 The articles about the former combatants in Northern Ireland are framed largely by referencing the 

Troubles and how society today must deal with the “toxic legacy of the Troubles” (McHugh and Young, 2013: 8). 

The representations naturalise the connotations of the female ex-combatants as relics from conflict rather than 
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as politicians, ministers and advisers in their own right. The textual associations of the ex-combatants with 

conflict normalises the image of the woman who is only seen in the light of the Troubles, rather than as a public 

figure participating in post-conflict society. For the reader, the ex-combatant represents conflict not post-

conflict as they are remainders and reminders of the Troubles. As “there is no representation without intention 

and interpretation” (Olson, 2010: 197), the intention behind the conflict framework is to preserve the female 

ex-combatants in the past, and this leads the reader to interpret them as such. The dominant ideology that 

governs the discourse is that former combatants can only been perceived as figures of conflict, which keeps the 

Troubles alive in Northern Ireland. Ideology is a way of observing reality (Bignell, 2002: 24), thus the reality being 

presented to readers is that female ex-combatants are anachronisms in a peaceful post-conflict society, and this 

is due to the conflict and past-focused representation in the newspapers. The representation of the female ex-

combatants is politically charged as they are not portrayed in a balanced or neutral fashion, but selectivity plays 

into how they are referenced, for example the use of the phrases, “Beauty Queen Bomber” (Unattributed, 

2011b: 22), “IRA Killer” (Jackson, 2011: 10) and “Old Bailey Bomber”(Unattributed, 2013l). The newspapers 

downplay certain characteristics and foreground others in order to construct a newsworthy figure. This political 

orientation is manifested in the ethno-national leaning of the newspapers in Northern Ireland. In Northern 

Ireland, as the Nationalist and Unionist newspapers project different versions of reality, readers are drawn to 

the newspapers which correspond to their ethno-national identity. The modality of a newspaper is how reliable 

and credible it is perceived to be by its readers. Due to the difference in how female ex-combatants are 

portrayed, the accuracy and ‘true to lifeness’ of the representations depends on the values and beliefs of a 

particular social group (Kress and Leeuwen, 1996: 159). The neutrality of the Nationalist newspapers is evident 

when a female ex-combatant is called an ‘ex-prisoner’, and the negativity of the Unionist newspapers is 

emblematic when she is named a ‘killer’ or a ‘terrorist’. The modality of each newspaper appeals to their 

analogous readers. Correspondingly, for Unionists, The Irish News may have lower modality than the News Letter 

as the former does not correspond to their ethno-nationalist identity. This is also applicable to the journalist 

who writes the article. The newspaper article is not simply a presentation of an individual or an event, but it also 

includes the writer’s judgement (Richardson, 2007: 60). The professional journalist, whilst of course never free 

from his/her own opinion/background, strives to ensure that his/her judgement does not intrude. What 

happens is that the writer must follow the style and therefore the ideology of the newspaper he/she writes for. 

The modality of articles from certain newspapers and journalists influences the reader’s interpretation of the 
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individual/event, especially if the journalist is someone whom the reader trusts. Moreover, Northern Ireland’s 

obsession with the morality of the conflict, such as the moral quest for distinguishing who is a ‘deserving’ and 

an ‘undeserving’ victim creates a fault line in the peace process (Brewer and Hayes, 2015a) which is stultifying. 

The effect of this stultification is to lock women in the past and cast their roles ‘in stone’. This obsession makes 

the formula of past-focused representation understandable, identifiable, enticing and satisfying for the reader. 

The question to be asked is why the Northern Irish news media are obsessed with the Troubles. Is it because 

there are many unanswered questions, such as the whereabouts of ‘the disappeared’ which loom large in the 

psyche? As there are unsolved mysteries emanating from the Troubles, they make an interesting story. Plus, 

conflict trumps peace in newsworthiness. Moreover, some of the perpetrators of conflict are visible everyday 

characters with power and influence. The story of the Troubles did not end with ceasefire and is ongoing as 

there has never been finality, due to low level dissident activity, atavistic sectarianism and segregation. 

 Of course, the relationship between war/terrorism and news would explain some of the press’s fixation 

with the conflict, however, Northern Ireland is a society still deeply traumatised by the Troubles, which is 

intensified by the lack of a formal and independent truth and reconciliation process (Lawther, 2013; Brewer and 

Hayes, 2015a) to establish a ‘concrete’ truth about the conflict. Therefore, the news media have been left as the 

only body still asking questions and not forgetting. With Northern Ireland’s news media being divided 

ideologically, this means that the truth of the Troubles will also be divided and divisive, because narratives which 

are constructed by the news media are oppositional and competing, and “battle for legitimacy” (Happer and 

Philo, 2013: 324). The desire for a truth and reconciliation process is most evident in the Nationalist newspapers 

because (some) Nationalists and Republicans (may) want answers about the British state’s involvement, which 

would legitimise their victimhood. Articles in The Irish News write, “[i]t’s time to finish what was started with 

the signing of the Good Friday Agreement way back in 1998 and give answers to the victims of the ‘dirty war’” 

(Morris, 2014b: 17); and, “families have waited “decades for justice…dispel the myth that the British were honest 

brokers in the conflict” (Morris, 2014a: 7). 

 As the news media represent female ex-combatants, they simultaneously create a reality in which they 

are perceived. Even though the Nationalist and Unionist newspapers communicate in English, the female ex-

combatant is evaluated differently because she signifies different things. For example, in The Irish News Farrell 

signifies Irish martyrdom, yet in the News Letter, she signifies a terrorist and a criminal. The signifier (female 

former combatant) may be the same, but the signified (the concept that she represents) is different. That 
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concept is socially constructed, and its arbitrariness depends on the society from which it arises, “[r]ealities are 

contested, and textual representations are thus ‘sites of struggle’” (Chandler, 2007: 65). How the news media 

represent the women determines what news consumers are seeing, that is, in the News Letter Farrell is a 

terrorist; and the news media also control how she is seen, that is, as a threat to stability and security. For most 

of society, the news media representations of the female ex-combatants provide their only access to them, thus 

the social constructions of them, which are actually based upon ideological interests, appear natural and true to 

life. However, as all news media content and especially representations are constructions, it is vital to analyse 

and challenge these representations in order to make space for alternative readings of characterisations, and to 

eventually conduce alternative depictions which do not rely on one-dimensional portrayals. This is particularly 

important for gendered images of men and women in the news media, that contribute to the status quo in 

society, which is an asymmetrical power relationship in favour of men. 

 In contrast to Northern Ireland, in Sri Lanka, there does not seem to be an obsession with dealing with 

the past or talking about it. In the Northern Irish newspapers, the node ‘future for female combatants’ is coded 

in 4.86 per cent of articles (Table 36 in Appendix), and in Sri Lanka it is 50.19 per cent (Table 57 in Appendix). 

For Northern Ireland, there is a belief that in order to move on, the past must be ‘dealt with’. This nebulous 

concept seems to mean to verbalise the past in order to have peace, “the stories of former paramilitaries and 

warders, is filling the vacuum created by the failure to deal with the past” (Morris, 2014c: 3). Moreover, in The 

Irish News, the title: “Opinion- Peaceful Future Depends on Addressing the Past” has high modality and 

believability, “for there to be a lasting, peaceful future the past must first be addressed” (Morris, 2014b: 17). 

 Whereas, in Sri Lanka, any talk of the past (in the newspapers analysed) is shut down. It can be argued 

that this is because the Government was victorious and controls the news media to ensure no talk of the past is 

allowed. It remains to be seen whether this is healthy for the future of peace in Sri Lanka. Sri Lanka’s framing of 

female ex-combatants in the news media advocates for a future-focused perspective which demarcates the two 

time frames of during conflict and post-conflict. Moreover, the positive coverage of the female ex-combatants 

in the state-owned newspapers disproves the hypothesis that the state newspapers would have the highest 

percentage of negative articles about the women, in comparison to the neutral and positive nodes. The purpose 

behind this framework is to forcibly forget the atrocities of the conflict and the violent deeds of female former 

combatants. The agenda of the newspapers appears to be peace, and the narrative which they are providing 

attempts to exclude the conflict because even mentioning the past may taint and threaten to undermine the 
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peace process. Understandably, all peace processes are precarious and fraught with difficulties, however even 

the mere mention of the conflict appears to foment uneasiness. The suppression of talking about past 

experiences speaks volumes about the power of speech in undermining the current peaceful situation. This 

ideology of silence and suppression which is advocated by the newspapers simultaneously casts those who are 

speaking out about the conflict as Other, and as spoilers of the peace. As silence is being proffered as conducive 

to peace, stability and security, speaking up is subsequently damaging to peace.  

 This denial of alternative experiences serves to prop up the dominant groups in Sri Lankan society by 

preserving the current way of talking about the post-conflict situation, thus this way of representing the female 

ex-combatants is portrayed as necessary and a common-sense way to perpetuate peace. The promotion of 

certain discourses over others is emblematic of the relationship between discourse, knowledge and power 

espoused by Foucault. Foucault avers that knowledge is constituted by discourse (1972: 182-183) rather than 

simply meaning (Hall, 1997c: 42). Discourse is  

a group of statements which provide a language for talking about- a way of representing the knowledge 
about- a particular topic at a particular historical moment…Discourse is about the production of 
knowledge through language…discourse ‘rules in’ certain ways of talking about a topic, defining an 
acceptable and intelligible way to talk, write, or conduct oneself, so also by definition, it ‘rules out’, 
limits and restricts other ways of talking, of conducting ourselves in relation to the topic of constructing 
knowledge about it (Hall, 1997c: 44). 

This theory is observed in the suppression of discourse about life during the conflict where women were active 

combatants, and the promotion of stories which focus on the future of female ex-combatants- as wives, mothers 

and daughters. By disallowing the past to be represented, this is omitting discourse where female ex-combatants 

were agentive figures in Sri Lanka, and reinserting discourse where they are non-agential. The newspapers are 

providing a legitimate discourse with which to speak about female ex-combatants, and illegitimatising past-

focused discourse.   

 Knowledge is “inextricably enmeshed in relations of power because it was always being applied to the 

regulation of social conduct in practice” (Hall, 1997c: 47). This control takes the form of representation in 

discourse. Power allows knowledge to be taken as genuine ‘truth’ in discourse. Therefore, knowledge is 

produced through discourse, and the powerful discourses drown out the less dominant discourses in society. 

 It may be that the suppression of narratives from female ex-combatants is masquerading as preserving 

peace, when in fact it is constraining them to the domestic sphere. Instead of representing the experiences of 

female combatants during conflict, this is denied, and stories focus on the women after rehabilitation, where 
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they have been retrained in typical female roles such as hairdressing and sewing. In addition, the omission of 

stories during the conflict may be to muffle atrocities committed by the Sri Lankan Government forces, as usually 

the Tamil Tigers were portrayed as terrorists threatening Sri Lanka. 

 Thus, the uneasiness of verbalising the conflict and the silencing of narratives which talk about the past, 

as preservative measures for peace may have a deeper ideological struggle which is about preserving power 

relations rather than an altruistic endeavour for peace. However, the preferred reading of the articles is that Sri 

Lanka is focused on a peaceful future, and to speak about the past serves no purpose other than to destabilise 

peace-building. 

 The stories about female ex-combatants focus on a peaceful future rather than a violent past. This is 

dissonant with news values which demand events (for example, bombings) rather than processes (like peace 

agreements), and negativity over positivity. Stories about peace are not usually conducive to sales of 

newspapers, as generally the most sensational headline will win out against less dramatic ones, when in 

competition on the newsstand. Here, the news media are dictating what is newsworthy, which leads the 

researcher to deduce that a greater ideological endeavour is at play. Although it is cynical to muse that the 

newspapers are not promoting peace for peace alone, it may be that the power of discourse is regulating how 

female ex-combatants behave by promoting knowledge of the satisfied wife and mother who has thankfully 

returned to domesticity. This ‘truth’ acts as a role model for ideal womanhood in Sri Lanka. 

 Whilst the Sri Lankan conflict was a victor’s peace to the Sri Lankan Government, there appears to be 

(in the newspaper articles) a fearfulness of resurgence of conflict. The female ex-combatants are understood as 

a legitimate threat to peace, thus re-feminising and re-domesticating rehabilitation measures were introduced 

to defuse these politically violent women. Some rehabilitees were given loans (Unattributed, 2013k),  but we 

see little evidence of the women who have set up their own businesses. Their experiences are not recorded, and 

stories are missing from the news media. Furthermore, in Sri Lanka, the female ex-combatants have not entered 

in the masculine realm of politics, unlike Northern Ireland, where female Republican ex-prisoners have become 

MLAs.  
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7.3.1 Female Ex-combatants in Politics 

In Northern Ireland, former Republican combatants have taken up posts in politics and become MLAs and 

government advisers in the Northern Ireland devolved Assembly. However, McEvoy et al. (2004) state that 

former combatants have experienced social exclusion due to the criminal label which has been assigned to them, 

despite the assurances of the Good Friday and St Andrews agreements, 

politically motivated ex-prisoners remain legally or indirectly barred from a significant number of 
political, social and economic positions. Somewhat ironically, politically motivated ex-prisoners are 
indirectly barred from civil service posts even though several members of the recent Northern Ireland 
Assembly, including the former Minister for Education Martin McGuinness, are themselves ex-
prisoners. In wider civil terms, politically motivated ex-prisoners continue to be treated in the same 
way as those convicted of nonpolitical crimes. Thus, despite the significant achievements that politically 
motivated prisoners made in terms of resisting criminalization during their incarceration, and the 
explicit recognition of the political nature of their offences as evidenced by the early release provisions, 
it is arguable that many released prisoners have been confronted with a process of recriminalization 
upon their release. The levels of social exclusion experienced by former prisoners are considerable 
(McEvoy et al., 2004: 660). 

This stigma of ex-combatants being unable to procure employment due to their time in prison does feature in 

both Northern Irish and Sri Lankan newspapers. Table 42 in the Appendix shows the breakdown for each 

Northern Irish newspaper. The results in the table show that the nodes ‘stigma’, ‘can’t get jobs’ and ‘sympathy 

for former combatants’ are coded in very few articles (4.82 per cent), and they are greatly outstripped by articles 

detailing the resentment at former combatants receiving high-powered and well-paid jobs, seemingly as a 

reward for political violence (Unattributed, 2013e). As The Irish News is a Nationalist newspaper it was expected 

that it would be more sympathetic to ex-combatants than the Unionist newspapers, and this can be observed 

in the quantitative results. In the Nationalist newspapers, 10.36 per cent are coded as sympathetic to female 

former combatants, and the Unionist newspapers are coded at 0.98 per cent. One article from The Irish News 

which is sympathetic to the discrimination of ex-combatants, quotes Peter Shirlow, 

[t]he recent controversy surrounding Mary McArdle has focused republicans on one of the legacies of 
the conflict- the continuing discrimination of former prisoners. In my letter (June 8) I pointed to the fact 
that Sinn Féin had surrendered the legitimacy of the republican contribution to that conflict as the price 
it paid to enter government and, in so doing, had validated the unionist position. Nowhere was that 
highlighted more clearly than in Jim Gibney's contribution to this debate (June 9). In his article, he 
describes the conveyor belt system of justice used to convict republicans and states: ‘many were 
innocent’. Does this mean that many were guilty, criminally guilty Jim? He goes on to say that, 
‘republicans will not participate in any form of discrimination against former republican prisoners’. 
Where has he been? Martin McGuinness and other people claiming to be republicans participate in a 
government that continues to discriminate against republican ex-prisoners and Mr McGuinness has not 
upheld a fundamental right for republican ex-prisoners to play a full role in society. Dr Peter Shirlow 
from Queen's University Belfast in his academic study of former ex-prisoners concluded that the 
majority of people that were surveyed ‘had significant mental, social, alcohol and employment-related 
problems’. He went on to say that, ‘the reality of life for the majority of ex-prisoners is dealing with the 
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consequences of imprisonment’ and ‘former prisoners are now isolated within their own communities’. 
There are exceptions to that, most notably those ex-prisoners who have managed to carve out a career 
servicing the Sinn Féin strategy but the reality for most is as described by Dr Shirlow and it is to the 
eternal shame of Sinn Féin that it has allowed former prisoners and their families to continue to be 
criminalised and discriminated against (O Fiach, 2011: 20). 

Nevertheless, the number of articles which are sympathetic to female ex-combatants is few. This could be 

because they are not perceived as worthy of sympathy due to their actions in political violence, or it may be 

because female and male ex-combatants hold visible roles in government which are well-paid. 

 Similarly, there are few articles (6.27 per cent, Table 66 in Appendix) in the Sri Lankan newspapers 

which are sympathetic to female ex-combatants, however there are marginally more than Northern Ireland 

(4.82 per cent, Table 42 in Appendix). In Sri Lanka, the independent Daily Financial Times remarks on the social 

stigma precluding former combatants from gaining meaningful employment (Unattributed, 2015g), whereas the 

state-owned newspaper Daily News praises how the rehabilitated ex-cadres have attained jobs (Unattributed, 

2012n). 

 In Northern Ireland’s Unionist news media, those female former combatants with pasts in the IRA who 

have moved to roles as MLAs and Special Advisers, have been tainted, however in Sri Lanka, this contamination 

is stringently blocked by avoiding talking about the past. 

 The focus on the past in Northern Ireland and the emphasis on the future in Sri Lanka are emblematic 

of the different interpretations of retribution and forgiveness in religion, which is discussed in the following 

section.  

7.4 FORGIVENESS, REDEMPTION AND RETRIBUTION 

There are stark differences in how the female ex-combatants are treated in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka’s 

respective newspapers in relation to exoneration and justice. Although the Troubles in Northern Ireland ended 

with the signing of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, and Sri Lanka’s conflict finished in 2009, Sri Lanka 

appears to be further ahead in this aspect of their peace process than Northern Ireland, and this may be due to 

the manifestation of forgiveness (in the news media) which emanates from the presence of the four religions: 

Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity and Islam. In contrast, although Northern Ireland is predominately Christian, 

and forgiveness is a prominent theme and concept within Christianity, the strong reliance on the past to frame 
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female ex-combatants, along with the perpetrator-victim couplet, downplay forgiveness and foreground 

retribution. This retribution is expressed through the need for justice, where hurt and trauma are publicly 

acknowledged, and socially sanctioned restorative justice can be enabled. 

 Sri Lanka’s news media ask for the past to be forgotten, and forgiveness of female ex-combatants and 

the future to be the focus. In the articles, these actions are proffered as conducive to peace. Whereas in the 

Northern Irish newspapers, it appears as though a peaceful future cannot be achieved without justice being 

handed out to female ex-combatants. This is evident in the distaste for female former combatants having high-

profile and well-paid jobs in government, especially the appointment of McArdle as Ní Chuilín’s Special Adviser. 

Where Sri Lanka’s news media asks for the forgetting of the past, Northern Ireland’s newspapers are fixated 

with recalling the Troubles, and using conflict as a framing formula for the female ex-combatants. This could be 

partly due to pressure from political parties. Although the Northern Irish news media are free, it benefits the 

main political parties if they keep the past alive, and play to their core voters, and constantly disseminating those 

views to the news media is one way of doing that. 

 Sri Lankan news media asks for readers to put the past behind them, whilst Northern Ireland’s press is 

fanatical about remembering. In contrast, Sri Lankan newspapers put forward the notion that in order for peace 

to be achieved, the female ex-combatants must be forgiven, whereas Northern Ireland’s news media offer the 

idea that peace can only be attained if perpetrators of conflict are brought to justice and victims and victims’ 

families are avenged.  

7.4.1 Female ex-combatants in Politics 

As aforementioned in the previous theme, female ex-combatants are criticised for being employed in high-

ranking occupations, and this shows that the future of former combatants is not a priority for Northern Irish 

news media as their past actions during the Troubles are frequently used to frame them in contemporary 

Northern Ireland. This is in contrast to the Sri Lankan newspapers whose fixation is on the future of female ex-

combatants and not does use the past to characterise them. This theme is also related to redemption and 

forgiveness, or the lack thereof in the Northern Irish news media. Although, in Northern Ireland, many female 

combatants were imprisoned, and underwent hunger strikes and dirty protests (Wahidin, 2016), this 

incarceration does not satisfy victims’ families. From the content of the articles, imprisonment has not redeemed 
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the former combatants as having ‘served their time’, and this could be because of the early releases which were 

part of the Good Friday Agreement. Furthermore, some female ex-prisoners have left prison and gone onto roles 

within government or board positions such as Ní Chuilín, McCann, Anderson and Glenholmes. What may have 

been expected is that these women were to undergo extended punishment through social exclusion, as McEvoy 

et al. (2004) aver, rather than carving out successful careers post-conflict. The vehement backlash against the 

women in these roles is based upon the hurt that victims feel by seeing perpetrators of conflict in high-powered 

roles, seemingly as a reward, because society does not feel that they have been sufficiently punished. Serena 

Hamilton whose off-duty soldier father was shot by the IRA in 1977 is quoted: 

[t]hey should not have high-powered jobs…Our loved ones are not here to have high-powered jobs- 
£80,000 to £90,000 a year they are getting paid for these jobs. My father is lying six foot under and has 
been for 36 years, and we have lost out in every aspect of life- they have got a high-powered job, they 
are being glorified and they are being rewarded for what they have done…(Unattributed, 2013z). 

Prison has not redeemed the female ex-combatants in the eyes of the public, nor has retribution been dealt to 

them. There are a few articles from The Irish News which argue that female former combatants are entitled to 

jobs, such as justifying Glenholmes’s appointment on the Victims and Survivors’ Forum because she herself was 

targeted by loyalists (Rusk, 2012a; 2012b); or defending McArdle’s appointment as a Special Adviser (Og 

Garland, 2011); but mostly the responses are hostile. As punishment has not been enacted physically, the news 

media’s continued vilification of female ex-combatants is a form of social punishment, where their 

representation is maligned. 

 In contrast, Sri Lanka’s female ex-combatants have not entered politics, perhaps due to gender 

discrimination, or the social conditioning enacted through the gendered rehabilitation. As the women are not 

visible in high-ranking and high-powered jobs with large salaries, they are not an object of jealousy or 

repugnance. They are not portrayed as having been rewarded for their time in the LTTE, therefore they may be 

more easily forgiven as their new-found success is not being flaunted. 

7.4.2 Rehabilitation 

In the Sri Lankan newspapers, the node ‘rehabilitation’ is coded in 73.95 per cent of articles (Table 58 in 

Appendix), and not coded in any of the Northern Irish ones. The Sri Lanka news media does not advocate 

punishment or retribution in the treatment of female ex-combatants, “[r]evenge has never been a part of our 

culture” (Unattributed, 2014b). Instead, here rehabilitation is the appropriate measure to deal with the former 
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cadres. Coverage of this chimes with the theories of peace journalism, which advocates a change in the 

representation of issues so that non-violent responses trump violent reactions. Thus, in the Sri Lankan news 

media vengeance is dismissed, and instead it appears to heed “ways out of conflicts, building a solution culture, 

not a violence culture” (Galtung et al., 2002: xvii). This altruism may be a smokescreen for the news media being 

forced to repeat the Government of Sri Lanka’s line that rehabilitation is the way forward. The articles feature 

rehabilitation prolifically as the transformative force which claims to have redeemed the female former cadres.  

 Although the newspapers in Sri Lanka are state-owned or independent, the different ideologies are not 

as palpable as in Northern Ireland. The only real difference is that there are a few articles in the privately-owned 

newspapers (Unattributed, 2015g) which draw attention to the lack of jobs for female former cadres after 

rehabilitation. However, the Sri Lankan press do not explicitly hold the Government of Sri Lanka to account, 

unlike Northern Ireland, which has a free press. 

 Rehabilitation of female ex-combatants does not feature in the Northern Irish newspapers. This may 

be because the rehabilitation process in Sri Lanka is formal and government backed, whereas in Northern Ireland 

rehabilitation did not occur through formal DDR processes, despite assurances from the Good Friday and St 

Andrews Agreements that reintegration of ex-prisoners and ex-combatants would be a priority. The Good Friday 

Agreement states, 

[t]he Governments continue to recognise the importance of measures to facilitate the reintegration of 
prisoners into the community by providing support both prior to and after release, including assistance 
directed towards availing of employment opportunities, re-training and/or reskilling, and further 
education (1998: 30). 

In addition, the St Andrews Agreement states, 

[t]he Government will work with business, trade unions and ex-prisoner groups to produce guidance 
for employers which will reduce barriers to employment and enhance re-integration of former 
prisoners (2006: 13). 

Rather, rehabilitation was ad hoc, and took an informal and local-level approach, where former combatants 

became involved in community leadership. Rolston reports that ex-combatants were self-reliant in their 

reintegration through ex-prisoner groups rather than benefiting from formal rehabilitation schemes offered by 

the government, 

 [f]or the ex-prisoners, highly politicized as a result of prison resistance, the groundwork for 
reintegration was laid by their own actions. This is not to deny that there were real emotional and other 
issues outstanding on their release, but it is to emphasize their roots in the communities to which they 
had returned. The same skills of self-help and self-reliance which had been of value in prison struggle 
were crucial in building vibrant ex-prisoner groups which can match the best of such groups elsewhere. 
Moreover, they have been centrally involved in local conflict transformation and indeed cross-
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community activities. In short, what ex-prisoners needed was not reintegration narrowly defined, but 
a robust programme of reconstruction and a recognition of the skills and political wisdom they had to 
take a lead role in that reconstruction (2007: 276). 

Here Rolston explains that organised programmes of rehabilitation did not occur in Northern Ireland, and this 

has harmed the future of former combatants. Whereas the Sri Lankan news media report on the need for a 

successful future, thus plans have been laid to reform ex-combatants into productive members and contributors 

to Sri Lanka’s post-conflict society. 

 It would be interesting to note, that if rehabilitation had been a formal affair in Northern Ireland, would 

female and male ex-combatants be trained in traditional gendered occupations, like in Sri Lanka. 

 In Northern Ireland, the female ex-combatants who have not entered into politics receive much less 

coverage in the news media, as they are not newsworthy because they are not public figures. Although these 

women were also part of the early release scheme, having committed or been involved in acts of political 

violence, they are not vilified in the news media to the extent of Ní Chuilín or McArdle. If Glenholmes had not 

been appointed to the Victims and Survivors’ Forum, would she still have received as much bad press in the 

Unionist newspapers? As the news media is event-driven, if the female ex-combatants were not in government 

positions they would not receive as much vitriol in the press. Visibility makes them a target, as all public figures 

are.  

 Having covered the comparison of rehabilitation in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, now the 

perpetrator-victim couplet is addressed. 

7.4.3 Perpetrator and Victim Couplet 

The retributive discourse of the Northern Irish news media and the representation which frames the female ex-

combatants in the past, along with the perpetrator-victim couplet, hampers a forgiving or redeeming narrative. 

Instead, the social knowledge about female former combatants created through these representations assigns 

meaning to them as wrongdoers. The presence of the victim when referring to the female former combatant is 

a constant reminder of their political violence, and the harming or killing of non-combatants.  

 The realities presented in each newspaper pre-date the representations and are emblematic of the 

different narratives of the Troubles, thus they rely on presumptions. In the Nationalist newspapers, female 

former combatants make up the victims and survivors groups, whereas in the Unionist newspapers, the idea of 
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ex-combatants being categorised as victims is repellent, and injurious to ‘legitimate’ victims, that is, non-

combatants.  

 Even though the Nationalist newspapers have more favourable coverage of female ex-combatants than 

the Unionist ones, the paradigm of perpetrator-victim is utilised. The tragic pairing overwhelms any positive spin 

on the female ex-combatants as victimhood always trumps perpetrator. As many victims are deceased, their 

verbal forgiveness can never exist thus this leaves the female ex-combatants in a metaphorical no man’s land, 

as they can never be redeemed without the utterance from their victims. However, in the Nationalist 

newspapers, the female ex-combatants are also characterised as victims, for example, IRA members are 

represented as, “those killed by state violence” (Unattributed, 2014c); “victims of collusion” (Unattributed, 

2012s); and “dead volunteers and those murdered through collusion and British state violence” (Morris, 2012b: 

4). The victimhood frame is emblematic when the Nationalist newspapers report on commemorations and 

memorials for dead IRA volunteers. Creggan Republican Liam Friel is quoted in the Derry Journal: 

[w]e are here today to remember with dignity and pride the memory of our comrades and stand in 
solidarity with their family and friends. We see these commemorations as very important to ensure 
that the memory of our Volunteers is remembered with dignity and pride (Unattributed, 2012h). 

 Commemorations are not present in the Unionist newspapers, in fact, the Belfast Telegraph denigrates the 

tributes to “Provo Bombers” (not they are not named PoWs)  in the excerpt, “[a]n English MP has condemned 

‘grotesque’ plans to lay a memorial in memory of two IRA bombers’ (Mosely and Poole, 2011: 10). The difference 

in representation and remembrance is based on the different ideologies which influence how female ex-

combatants are remembered. Due to the Government of Sri Lanka’s control of the news media, 

commemorations (if they exist) for Tamil female former cadres are not present. 

 In the Northern Irish newspapers, victimhood is coded at 50.07 per cent of articles (Table 13 in Northern 

Ireland chapter and Table 38 in Appendix). In contrast, victimhood does not feature as highly in the Sri Lankan 

newspapers (21.1 per cent, Table 60 in Appendix), and when it does appear, the perpetrators are absolved, 

[f]orgetting these bitter memories, we have pardoned the terrorists who came to kill us and 
rehabilitated them providing employment for some of them in the police and the Civil Defence Corps 
and provided them with suitable livelihoods (Unattributed, 2014b). 

Furthermore, victimhood is not ‘celebritised’ or ranked according to applicability, unlike Northern Ireland. 

 As the concept of perpetrator denotes agency, in the Northern Irish press all the women are 

represented as agentive, rather than as vulnerable pawns who had been forced into terrorism. For example, in 

the coverage of female terrorists, the victimhood category is sometimes used to understand women’s use of 
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violence. They are portrayed as naïve puppets who are at the mercy of their male counterparts through 

deception or coercion. Galvin (1983) argues that women are introduced into terrorism by men (such as family 

members or romantic partners) and occupy secondary positions. For example, Selvi was forcibly recruited by 

the Tigers due to her brother’s death, “she joined the Tigers when she was 19, in 2006. She had to join the Tigers 

as her brother who was a cadre had died in battle” (Unattributed, 2015m). The dependency on a male family 

member undercuts Selvi’s independence and agency in joining LTTE due to political urgency. This coverage does 

not apply to Northern Irish news media as none of the female ex-combatants are described as being forced to 

join the IRA by male family members in the post-conflict news articles. 

 In addition, in the Sri Lankan newspapers some female ex-combatants are absolved of blame as they 

were recruited whilst in school by Tamil Tigers (Unattributed, 2012g). As the combatants were still in school and 

under the care of family and teachers, they are excused from accountability and blameworthiness. This is further 

exemplified by the pervasive use of the word ‘girl’ to refer to female LTTE members, “20-year-old girl” 

(Unattributed, 2009g). In comparison, the female ex-combatants in Northern Ireland are only described using 

the diminutive in 0.3 per cent or articles (Table 41 in Appendix), whereas this happens in 5.89 per cent of articles 

in Sri Lanka (Table 62 in Appendix). Morris twice characterises Dolours Price using infantilising language, 

“middle-class college girl”, “grammar-educated schoolgirl” (Morris, 2010d) but this is in a minority of articles. 

The diminutive exculpates the female ex-combatants as it removes agency, whilst the Northern Irish news media 

inculpates the female former combatants by not treating them as minor.  

 However, the Northern Irish conflict is described as a reactive response to the denial of civil rights to 

Roman Catholic Nationalists,  

Mary [McArdle], like others, would not have been in prison if there was no conflict here- a conflict 
brought on by injustice and inequality by the state and caused by British occupation of the north of 
Ireland many have played a role in the conflict- many judges, police officers, British state ministers all 
don’t have clean hands when it came to dealing with the northern Irish conflict (Og Garland, 2011: 22).  

This is echoed in, “Martin McGuinness never went to war, the war came to him. It came to his streets, it came 

to his city, it came to his community” (Fitzgerald, 2017). The reactionary rather than proactive involvement in 

the Troubles lessens culpability more than agency. 

 Names of individual female ex-combatants (for example, McCann, Glenholmes, Anderson) feature 

predominately in the Northern Irish press, and this is true for the victims of the IRA as well. In contrast, the Sri 

Lankan news media name very few female ex-combatants (Thamilini and Balasingham are the only ones with 
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several articles about them), and no victims are named. This may be because names of individual ex-combatants 

are not known, or not released so that they may assimilate more easily into civilian communities. Names are 

significant in a person’s identity and uniqueness; the generalisation of female ex-combatants oversimplifies their 

individuality and assigns them lesser importance. The exclusion of names is redolent of a lack of respect or 

acknowledgement. The use of names serves to make representation more robust in the characterisation and 

creates a cognitive connection between the depiction and the reader.  

7.4.4 Summary 

To summarise this theme, the glaring difference between the Sri Lankan and Northern Irish newspapers is that 

the former promotes forgetting and forgiving as a way to move forward, whereas the latter promotes the Old 

Testament concept of retribution in order to embrace the future. 

 The next theme to be discussed is gendered representation.  

7.5 GENDER REPRESENTATION 

The gendered representations of female ex-combatants in the news media of Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka 

have different gender stereotype patterns. In the former, explicit gendered illustrations which focus on 

appearance, do exist, but the most significant form of gendered representation is observed mostly through the 

lack of direct speech from the female former combatants. In Sri Lanka this is also evident, but gendered 

constructions are more overt. Overall, in Northern Ireland, gendered representations are coded in 15.28 per 

cent of articles (Table 40 in Appendix), and in Sri Lanka this is 39.73 per cent (Table 30 in Sri Lanka chapter and 

Table 65 in Appendix). To begin, the absence of Loyalist women is discussed. 

7.5.1 Loyalist Women 

The newspaper data does not include mentions of female ex-combatants from the Loyalist communities in 

Northern Ireland to the same extent as Republican women. Only the article by Little (2012): “The Real Inside 

Story of Life Behind Bars for These Four Woman [sic]; Former Prisoners and Jail Staff have Recorded Their 
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Memories of Life Inside for a University of Ulster Online Archive”, mentions one Loyalist woman (Jacqui Upton) 

who was a prisoner. This may be because the Loyalist women who were involved in paramilitary activity (such 

as the female wing of the UDA which was disbanded after the murder of Ogilby) have not taken up prominent 

roles in society, thus they are not newsworthy. Moreover, although there were women involved in Loyalist 

paramilitary groups, (albeit a much smaller number than in Republican groups), they did not occupy critical roles 

as Loyalist paramilitary activity is a chiefly masculine realm (Coulter, 2000). Similarly, there are no mentions of 

Sinhalese female ex-combatants who would have served in the military. This could be due to the search terms, 

for example, ‘ex-combatant’ is used and the female soldiers in the army may still be serving. Like Loyalist women, 

Sinhalese women had the opportunity to join the army, which most likely would not have been a desirable choice 

for either Republicans or Tamils. The membership of paramilitary groups is illegal thus it would be nonsensical 

for any women to come forward and say that they were involved in terrorism as they would be prosecuted. 

Furthermore, Loyalism is about preserving the status quo, not emancipating subordinate groups (Sales, 1997), 

therefore it would not be as appealing to women as Republicanism, which was focused on change. An element 

of Republicanism was feminism which is about fundamental political transformation, social transformation and 

opening up opportunities for women beyond their traditional roles (Randall, 1991; Reardon, 1993). Certainly, 

there are only female Republican MLAs who are former combatants and no Loyalist women in political positions.  

 Thus, although Wilford and Miller declare, “fighting alongside men to achieve independence does not 

provide a guarantee of women’s inclusion as equal citizens” (1998: 3); and Alison’s notion that female 

combatants are viewed as “a necessary but temporary aberration” (2009: 111, 116), in Northern Ireland, female 

combatants have not been re-subjugated post-conflict (Yuval-Davis, 1997). However, from the low level of direct 

speech, it appears that they are still “under the thumb of institutionalized patriarchy” (Nagel, 2008: 903). 

Republican female ex-combatants have greater visibility than Loyalist former combatants, but they are not on a 

par with their male counterparts. 

 There has not been as much social transformation in Sri Lanka, according to the news media. 

Rajasingham-Senanayake (2004) rejects the cynical opinion that post-conflict Sri Lanka will see the loss of female 

empowerment which was achieved through the presence of female LTTE members; and Alison (2009) criticises 

the idea of female former cadres returning to domesticity. However, the newspapers tell a different story. The 

female ex-combatants have been retrained in traditionally female occupations during rehabilitation and are 

reported as hoping to return to family life for fulfilment.  
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 Having explained the absence of Loyalist women, the concept of the nom de guerre is addressed. 

7.5.2 Nom de Guerre 

In the Tamil Tigers, the female combatants were permitted to choose their own noms de guerre. In the articles, 

these names are mentioned and then it is reported how these women return to their original names. The 

adoption of the militant name signifies the embracing of a new military persona and the relinquishing of the 

traditional feminine identity. Once these women have gone through rehabilitation, they shed these noms de 

guerre and the associated violence and become feminine women again. De Soyza, a female combatant in the 

LTTE writes that names were “submitted to Prabhakaran, who approved most of the names and changed Pistol, 

Rocket, Artillery and Bazooka to more conventional female names, like Prema, Radha, Arthy and Bama” (2016: 

102). These names were not allowed to give the impression of violence, but simply an assumption of a new 

identity, which was still female. Even the combatants who were active in political violence must still have had a 

remnant of femininity which was controlled by a man. De Soyza also notes how a male admirer refused to call 

her by her nom de guerre,  

‘[p]lease call me by my nom de guerre’.  
You are Niromi to me. It’s the real you I want” (de Soyza, 2016: 108).  

The fellow Tamil Tiger did not want a combatant wife but a feminine non-combatant. De Soyza’s time in the 

LTTE and her soldier duty were not deemed a permanent change but a fleeting interim from whence she would 

return to traditional Tamil womanhood. The militant name and role that De Soyza chose for herself is not seen 

as legitimate and is dismissed by the male comrade in favour of how he wants to see her. 

 The Tamil Tiger female ex-combatants had a partial role in their own re-naming. In contrast, in Northern 

Ireland the female ex-combatants did not adopt new names but rather, the news media christened them with 

noms de guerre that told the story of their past and the violent acts in which they were involved. By naming the 

ex-combatants without their consent, this renders them as a passive object, effectively a verbal noun or gerund 

where their identity is bound to their past actions. In the case of re-naming, the Tigresses had more agency than 

the Republican women. 

 The difference between the Northern Ireland and the Sri Lanka newspapers with regards to naming is 

that the Sri Lanka press not only sanction the re-adoption of old names (because this is symbolic of the re-
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adoption of the ex-cadres’ former identities as traditional Tamil women) but actively promote it by the 

favourable portrayal of the women returning to their domestic setting as dutiful daughters and wives. 

 The act of naming is not superficial nomenclature. In semiotic analysis names are signs. Signs are words 

which have been invested with meaning (Chandler, 2007: 13), and the names given to the female ex-combatants 

are gravid with expectations, in the case of Sri Lanka, or judgement in the case of Northern Ireland. For McArdle 

in Northern Ireland the signifier of “IRA killer” (Jackson, 2011: 10) signifies the concept of murder every time she 

is mentioned. This sign denotes criminality and connotes someone who should be abhorred. 

 Furthermore, the Nationalist and Unionist newspapers project different versions of reality, and readers 

are drawn to the newspapers which correspond to their ethno-national identity. The modality of a newspaper 

is how reliable and credible it is perceived to be by its readers. Due to the difference in how female ex-

combatants are portrayed, the accuracy and ‘true to lifeness’ of the representations depends on the values and 

beliefs of a particular social group (Kress and Leeuwen, 1996: 159). In The Irish News the female ex-combatant 

is an ex-prisoner, in the News Letter she is a terrorist. For example, the Nationalist newspapers are more 

sympathetic to female ex-combatants, as they are defined as, “former PoWs”, “former political prisoners”, 

Republican ex-prisoners (Gibney, 2011a: 19); “ex-PoWs” (Flynn, 2012: 24); “former ex-prisoners and ex-

internees” (Perry, 2012: 26); and “former hunger-striker” (Unattributed, 2011f: 5).  

 Contrastingly, in the Unionist newspapers, female ex-combatants are known as: “Old Bailey Bomber 

Dolours Price” (Unattributed, 2015j), “Old Bailey bomber Marian Price” (Unattributed, 2013l), “bomber 

Anderson” (McBride, 2014), “former IRA bomber Carál Ní Chuilín” (Unattributed, 2015k); “ex-IRA convict [Carál 

Ní Chuilín]” (Kula, 2014).  

 Although the names given to the women signify the past in both Nationalist and Unionist newspapers, 

the ideology of Nationalism is performed in the favourable and justifying name terms, and as “ideology is a site 

of struggle” (Bignell, 2002: 61), the ideology of Unionism is enacted through the negative and inflammatory signs 

assigned to the women. Language differs in how phenomena are categorised as naming signifies different 

evaluations.  

 Ideology is related to the modality of each newspaper, as each one appeals to their analogous readers. 

And correspondingly, for Unionists, The Irish News may have lower modality than the News Letter as the former 

does not correspond to their ethno-nationalist identity. This is also applicable to the journalist who writes the 

article. The newspaper article is not simply a presentation of an individual or an event, but it also includes the 
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writer’s judgement (Richardson, 2007: 60). The modality of articles from certain newspapers and journalists 

influences the reader’s interpretation of the individual/event, especially if the journalist is someone whom the 

reader holds in trusted esteem. 

  Conversely, all of the Sri Lankan newspapers, whether independent or state-owned, portray the female 

ex-combatants using neutral terms such as ‘ex-cadre’ and ‘former comrade’. They are not named as ex-terrorists 

or given monikers which pay attention specifically to past acts of violence. The categorisation of the Sri Lankan 

female ex-combatants does not appear to be politically charged in an accusatory or sympathetic sense (like 

Northern Ireland). The use of the neutral name terms recalls the theories of peace journalism which advocates 

for a non-inflammatory approach to descriptions (Youngblood, 2017: 77), whereas Northern Ireland’s news 

media are making use of provocative and ideologically-driven nicknames to construct identities for the female 

ex-combatants. 

 Related to the concept of naming, are the terrorist frameworks which are used to portray female 

terrorists during conflict. 

7.5.3 Terrorist Frameworks 

As Bloom (2011a), Gentry (2011) and Stack (2011) state, news media attempt to account for a female terrorist’s 

actions by raking through her background. This was evident in the post-conflict period of the Sri Lankan and 

Northern Irish newspapers where, in the former, Thamilini’s home life was depicted (Unattributed, 2009f; 

Unattributed, 2012g). Similarly, in the latter, the Price sisters’ family background is stated, “[t]he Prices were 

from a staunch republican family. Their father had bombed England in the 1940s and their mother, aunts, and 

grandmother had been in the IRA’s female wing” (Mulgrew, 2013: 4-5). 

  Furthermore, the female terrorist framework (Talbot, 2001; de Alwis, 2002; Toles Parkin, 2004; 

Gonsalves, 2005; Nacos, 2005; Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007; Melzer, 2009; Bloom, 2011a; 2011b; Gentry, 2011; 

Stack, 2011; Yarchi, 2014; Laster and Frez, 2015) was used to analyse the female ex-combatants in the post-

conflict periods. The frames of the vengeful or lovesick woman were absent. However, the frames of the brutal 

female fighter, propaganda, sexuality, diminutive, victim, appearance, unnatural woman, failed mother, mother, 

monster and whore were present. The frame of the woman who was more ruthless than her male comrades 

were present in an article in The Irish News, it conveys that Dolours Price was every bit as violent as the male 
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IRA volunteers, “she earned herself a reputation as a ruthless IRA member” (Morris, 2010d: 4); and, “the IRA 

was known for producing female operatives who were every bit as willing to shoot, bomb and kill with the same 

ruthlessness as their male counterparts” (Morris, 2009: 4). This frame was not present in the Sri Lanka articles, 

perhaps because the aim of the newspapers was to recast the female ex-comrades, thus to refer to their past 

political violence would undermine this objective. Furthermore, the frames which arose in both Northern Ireland 

and Sri Lanka were the propaganda and sexuality frames. The propaganda frame exists in the articles which 

iconise Farrell as a symbol of resistance. This frame occurs in the Sri Lanka news media too, where pure 

daughters and nurturing mothers were turned into masculine virgin warriors (de Alwis, 2002: 638) and armed 

virgins (Gonsalves, 2005), and then back into pure daughters and nurturing mothers again. Here the purpose of 

propaganda is not to remind the reader of the female former cadres’ pasts as deadly combatants who were 

fighting for liberation. Instead, the rehabilitated and re-feminised woman is propagandised to spread the 

doctrine that peace has been achieved and the Tamil Tigers have been vanquished and neutralised. Moreover, 

the sexualised female ex-combatant appears in Northern Ireland’s news media: “[s]eductive: Rosena Brown” 

(Clarke, 2011: 22); and Sri Lanka’s news, “she was used commodity…sullied by blood and gore…a woman 

brainwashed by the Government…some even called her a whore” (Unattributed, 2015b). In addition, the 

diminutive ‘girl’ is used to characterise the female ex-combatants in both Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, for 

example, “IRA Mata Hari girl” (McAleese, 2013: 4-5), and, “[t]he soft-spoken young woman, a typical Tamil girl, 

is shy” (Unattributed, 2012a). The victim frame exists in Sri Lanka where members of the LTTE are portrayed as 

being forced to join, which removes culpability from their political violence. In Northern Ireland, nowhere in the 

press are female ex-combatants depicted as victims of forced conscription by the IRA. Instead, the Nationalist 

newspapers used the theme of victimhood to portray female ex-combatants as victims of British State brutality 

and oppression.  

 The hierarchy of victimhood (Rolston, 2000; Brewer and Hayes, 2015a; Hearty, 2016; Lawther, 2017a) 

is mostly reserved for non-combatants victims, such as the McConville and Travers families.  

In Sri Lanka, the appearance of female ex-cadres is referenced to emphasise their femininity, they have 

gone from wearing saris, to wearing combat boots and then back to saris again. The changing of garments 

signifies the changing of identity. In Northern Ireland, the appearance frame is used in reference to Anderson 

“Bomber Turned Babe” (Unattributed, 2011b), and the Price sisters (Morris, 2010d), however, this frame is used 

in the minority of articles. MacDonald states that Northern Ireland’s news media depicted the Price sisters as 
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vile, unnatural, inhuman non-women and that these descriptions are still applied to IRA women today 

(MacDonald, 1991: 135). None of the articles about the Price sisters portray them in this way, although Dolours 

is portrayed negatively in the Unionist newspapers (as is Marian Price [Table 8 in Northern Ireland chapter]) and 

neutrally in the Nationalist ones (Table 24 in Northern Ireland chapter) and there are some articles which 

sexualise them (when they were younger). 

 In Northern Ireland the women were fetishised (Bloom, 2011a) as being out of the ordinary, this only 

happened in one article in Sri Lanka, “[s]pecial attention needs to be given to children and women who have 

suffered from terrorism” (Unattributed, 2009b) because the female ex-combatants need to blend into civil 

society. The failed mother frame is not present in Northern Ireland but is present in Sri Lanka where a female 

ex-combatant (Lakshmi) is portrayed as an unnatural mother, who abandoned her son in favour of fighting.  

 Sjoberg and Gentry’s (2007) research on women’s violence in global politics concludes that mother, 

monster and whore narratives are utilised by the media in order to deny women’s agency in political violence. 

Although there is evidence of the mother frame being used in both Northern Irish (679 articles, 8.52 per cent) 

newspapers, “married mother of three [Jennifer McCann]” (Unattributed, 2012q); and Sri Lankan news media 

(80 articles, 15.21 per cent), “[s]eventeen females who have their toddlers were also re-united with their 

families” (Unattributed, 201); none of the articles used this frame to absolve them of responsibility. There are 

17 (0.32 per cent) articles where the journalists are quoting McAllister (TUV) when he called McArdle a “monster 

adviser” (Meredith, 2012: 29), or naming Glenholmes’s appointment as “monstrous” (Rowan, 2012b: 6). This 

frame is absent from the Sri Lankan newspapers. None of the female ex-combatants are depicted as whores in 

Northern Ireland’s news media, and in Sri Lanka’s, one article names Selvi a whore (Unattributed, 2015m). 

 Some of the female terrorist frames spanned from conflict to post-conflict news media representations, 

but the potency of the frames is lessened after conflict. This is due to the sensationalism and the politically 

charged nature of the frames. It would be unwise for news outlets to use these frames in Northern Ireland where 

the female ex-combatants are MLAs as it would incite discord and could lead to cases such as defamation of 

character. In Sri Lanka, the news media are looking to depict female ex-combatants favourably to ease their 

reintegration into society; framing them as whores or monsters would result in their ostracism from 

communities where chastity is held in high esteem. 

 In relation to the terrorist frameworks, stereotypes are examined next. 
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7.5.4 Stereotypes 

The residual sexism in the news media is emblematic of historical gender inequalities. Gender stereotypes 

reinforce assumptions and expectations of girls and women (and boys and men) and can denigrate those who 

do not conform to them, resulting in social exclusion (Advertising Standards Authority and Committees of 

Advertising Practice, 2017). The binary traits of femininity and masculinity are sustained by each other and these 

gender constructs are dependent on each other for existence. 

 The stereotypes promulgated by the news media are a major influence in people’s lives, as all media 

contain messages of social conditioning which are picked up by news consumers. Through representation, the 

news media construct reality, they do not simply reflect it, but imbue phenomena with meaning. This is harmful 

when stereotypes misinform society, 

the picture inside so often misleads men in their dealings with the world outside…artificial censorships, 
the limitations of social contact…the pictures inside people’s heads do not automatically correspond 
with the world outside (Lippmann, 2004: 16). 

Gender stereotypes are detrimental to society as they participate in the construction and stabilising of norms 

which dictate how individuals should behave, and what societal positions they should occupy according to their 

gender. This can be internalised and limit an individual’s potential and well-being. The cumulative effect of 

gender stereotypes in the news media contribute to the overall expectation of gender norms, and contribute to 

unequal gender outcomes in life (Advertising Standards Authority and Committees of Advertising Practice, 2017: 

9). The research of Rollero (2013) shows that there is correlation between the priming of participants with media 

stereotypes, and their endorsement of sexist attitudes, hostility towards women, the acceptance of gender role 

stereotyping in society, and the support of the justification of the social inequality between men and women. 

Thus, the stereotypes used to represent female ex-combatants could limit societal opportunities. 

 In the Northern Ireland news media, there are examples (818 articles, 15.28 per cent, Table 40 in 

Appendix) of gender constructions being used to describe the female ex-combatants, such as Anderson being 

the “Beauty Queen Bomber” (Unattributed, 2011b: 22), and Dolours Price being the “new attractive, well-

spoken and university-educated breed of articulate IRA member” (Morris, 2010d: 4). Moreover, Dolours Price is 

introduced as the wife of the actor Stephen Rea (Unattributed, 2013b).  

 In contrast, 39.73 per cent of Sri Lanka’s newspapers contain gendered representations of female ex-

combatants (Table 30 in Sri Lanka chapter and Table 65 in Appendix). This is manifested in the re-feminising 
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endeavour of rehabilitation. From the news media, it is evident that the re-feminising and re-domesticating 

mission of rehabilitation is attempting to defuse female former combatants and reform them into the traditional 

Tamil woman. Failure to examine unequal gender and power relations in society will consolidate these 

inequalities to the detriment of society as whole, not just women. Women who have been involved in political 

violence do not have space to voice their expectations of the post-conflict nation, rather gender norms are being 

reintroduced and reinforced. They are being conditioned to return to traditional social roles.  

 Unlike the war in Nepal (Yadav, 2016) for example, Sri Lanka has not created new openings in terms of 

gender roles and opportunities. During conflict, women who joined the Tamil Tigers found themselves in 

drastically altered situations, and thus they were obligated to re-conceive and re-evaluate fundamental 

properties of their identities and stop performing traditional feminine roles (Butler, 2004). This presented an 

opportunity for empowerment, but this is being undercut by rehabilitation which focuses on sewing and beauty 

therapy.  

The intersectional identities of female ex-combatants being women and former fighters are 

problematic for the news media. By being a combatant, the women are flouting the expected gender roles of 

homemaker and caregiver, and the gender characteristics of passivity and sensitivity. The endeavour of the news 

media in Sri Lanka appears to be to re-feminise the women; by portraying them as delicate they are encouraging 

the women to see themselves this way, and re-educating society to see them as having shed their violent pasts 

to return to their rightful positions as mothers and wives. 

In relation to intersectionality, the differences in social class, status and age do not feature in the press. 

The female ex-combatants are lumped together as one rather than as individuals. This contrasts with the 

Northern Irish newspapers, where the women are treated as individuals, hence their individual names produce 

more articles than blanket searches for ‘female ex-combatant’. It appears from the Sri Lankan articles that most 

of the female former cadres are young, as they are unmarried and looking forward to starting families. However, 

disability does feature, as some former combatants have been injuring during conflict. The Tamil Tigers were 

successful in recruiting young women as they were able to offer prospects which were unattainable in civilian 

life, such as protection from sexual violence perpetrated by the Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) and the Sri 

Lankan military. Entering into the LTTE opened up space for women to become involved in endeavours which 

were formerly male-only zones, such as fighting and suicide bombing. In addition, they could become involved 

in the pursuit of independence and liberation of the Tamil nation. The LTTE decreed that the emancipation of 
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Tamils from Sinhalese domination was needed before gender equality and caste discrimination could be 

abolished (Alison, 2009: 126). However, post-conflict, there have not been significant shifts in gender equality 

as the female ex-combatants have been rehabilitated into traditional feminine roles, rather than being retrained 

in previously male-dominated occupations, which would help to recreate these positions as gender neutral. 

 The focus on fulfilling women’s ultimate role of motherhood is emphasised in the news media, and the 

traditional gender roles and occupations puts them ‘back in their place’ as homemakers and caregivers in the 

patriarchal society. Representation is a process which produces culture (Hall, 1997a: 1), and the culture which 

is being produced when feminine gender constructions are practised in the news media is that of a 

discriminatory patriarchy. The meaning in the language of representation contributes to the exchange of culture 

and contributes to shared understandings (Hall, 1997a: 1), thus the meaning of female ex-combatants is that 

they belong at home, and not in warfare. The stereotypes used in the news media to portray the expectations 

of gender roles, reflect the discriminations which exist in society, and help to maintain them. However, women’s 

identities are created by a variety of experiences, not simply childbearing and wifehood. As observed in the Sri 

Lankan conflict, the women experienced political violence not merely as victims, but as agents. The female 

combatant disrupts, and challenges established standards, thus by suppressing this aspect of experience, and 

reinstating domesticity as the ultimate goal, the news media are protecting Sri Lankan culture from a radical 

shift in values. As language is a “key repository of cultural values and meaning” (Hall, 1997a: 1), the continued 

use of the stereotype of ideal femininity in the news media is a resource for regulation (Hall, 1997b: 47). 

However, a modification in language, that is in representation, can change the meaning of female ex-combatants 

and help to change cultural values. 

 The Sri Lankan news media do not challenge the cultural and social barriers which face female ex-

combatants but help to support them. In the news media, it appears that it is the women’s ex-fighter status 

which is the barrier to progression, or peace, rather than out-dated patriarchal socio-cultural structures and 

strictures.  

Sri Lanka’s peace-building must tackle the gender inequalities which pre-dated the conflict, rather than 

harkening back to this as an ideal social situation.  The long-term impact of gender equity being part of conflict 

transformation is a sustainable peace. Writing women into the post-conflict narrative as mothers and wives 

helps people to imagine and believe them as such. If the female ex-combatants are not seen in active and 

agentive peace-building roles, crucial to the political future of Sri Lanka, it is harder for news consumers to 



 307 

envisage them as important in the social fabric of post-conflict Sri Lanka. What the news media are choosing to 

celebrate is feminine domesticity, and this provides a role model for readers to emulate and imitate.  

 In Northern Ireland, female ex-combatants have taken up high-powered and highly visible political roles 

within society. They have moved from a traditionally masculine realm in the IRA to another male-dominated 

space in politics. As far as we are aware from the news coverage in Sri Lanka, no Sri Lankan female former cadres 

have done this. The news media have only reported on rehabilitated women returning to family life. 

Stereotypical portrayals do not typify modern society, and they have the potential to limit one’s ambitions and 

objectives in real life. 

 It is unknown whether or not the Sri Lankan female ex-combatants have made significant contributions 

to post-conflict Sri Lanka beyond childcare, as they are being written out of, or silenced in the post-war narrative. 

In Northern Ireland, the female former combatants do feature in the peace-building narratives, but their 

representation is a far cry from the iconisation of male ex-combatants such as McGuinness. Thus their roles are 

undetermined, due to the low level of self-representation in quoted speech, which is discussed in the following 

sub-theme. 

7.5.5 Direct Speech 

Both Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka’s newspapers have low instances of the female ex-combatants speaking for 

themselves through direct speech. Holland (1996) writes that in television news women have fewer 

opportunities to speak than men; as this research focuses on women, a separate study of the number of articles 

where male ex-combatants are quoted directly could be conducted, in order to see if the low speech is due to 

sexism or that the speaker is an ex-prisoner. Gender conditioning occurs through the news media, and the low 

level of female ex-combatants’ voices signifies that their stories are not interesting, and that they do not matter. 

By being able to speak for oneself, one inserts oneself back into the narrative, or makes space where there was 

none before. 

 When women are allowed more space to speak in the news media, this challenges the patriarchal 

dominion and provides more accurate portrayals which help to destabilise negative and tired stereotypes. This 

is important, as, as we have established, they have real world implications. 
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 In Northern Ireland, only 22.65 per cent of articles (Table 39 in Appendix) contain direct speech from 

female ex-combatants, while in Sri Lanka this is just 3.23 per cent (Table 64 in Appendix). As Northern Ireland 

has a larger total number of articles than Sri Lanka, the number which directly quotes female ex-combatants 

was expected to be greater. However, both cases have small numbers. The significance of this can be explored 

further by calculating the number of articles about male ex-combatants which contain direct quotes, in a later 

study. 

 In Sri Lanka, the low level of direct speech from the female ex-comrades, and the tendency of this 

speech to focus on muliebrity and motherhood is counterproductive to gender equality, and reverses any 

progress made by the presence of female LTTE members. 

 What is more, a feature of peace journalism is that it encourages reporting of the voice of the people 

over the elite. However, the female sector is being overlooked in both cases, in that neither the female ex-

combatants who are being reintroduced into civilian life, nor the female political leaders, are being heard 

directly. 

 The subject of peace journalism is now reviewed in greater detail with reference to the data. 

7.6 PEACE JOURNALISM 

Both the Northern Irish and Sri Lankan newspapers exhibit some of the practices of peace journalism, but neither 

of them embraces all of its theories. This is shown through quantitative content analysis of the newspapers as 

performed through word frequency queries in NVivo, where inflammatory words or words relating to peace are 

ranked according the number of times they occur. In the Appendix, the word frequency queries for Northern 

Ireland are in tables 43 and 44, and for Sri Lanka, tables 67 and 68. 

 From the tables, it is observed that rehabilitation, which is a process of peace-building, features highly 

in the Sri Lankan newspapers, whereas it does not feature at all in the Northern Irish newspapers. The 

quantitative results of the Sri Lankan newspapers suggest that the Sri Lankan news media are more inclined to 

peace journalism which asks for “ a change in the reporting about conflict from the current focus on violence 

and war…to a focus on peaceful conflict transformation” (Galtung, 2000: 157), due to their focus on the future 

and rehabilitation. This stance is emblematic of Lynch and McGoldrick,  
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when editors and reporters make choices- of what stories to report and about how to report them- 
that create opportunities for society at large to consider and value non-violent responses to conflict 
(2005: 5). 

By giving rehabilitation centre stage over violence, the newspapers are providing a hegemonic discourse for 

news consumers to think and talk about female ex-combatants, which focuses on their transformation, rather 

than on past acts of violence. This disrupts the notion that war and violence are the answers to conflict 

(Greenslade, 2005: ix), as rehabilitation is lauded as a metamorphic resource to provide meaningful livelihoods 

for female ex-combatants. However, this is problematic, as the focus of the rehabilitation is on re-feminising the 

women, forcing them back into their gender role in the patriarchy. This is not a positive or sustainable model for 

peace.  

 Moreover, the peace that is represented and promoted is the Government of Sri Lanka’s partisan 

peace. This is due to the vehement and severe sanctions on journalists who ask questions about the 

Government’s role in the conflict. Plus, all conversations regarding the past are truncated or omitted altogether 

in the newspapers. This is in direct opposition to peace journalism’s search for truth (Lynch and McGoldrick, 

2005) and the need for inconvenient information to be aired (Lynch and McGoldrick, 2010). In contrast, the 

Northern Irish newspapers ask questions about the past and are dedicated to addressing the past in order to get 

to the bottom of the truth. 

 Furthermore, in both cases, the node ‘female ex-combatants and peace’ has low numbers of articles. 

In the Northern Irish newspapers only 4.33 per cent of the articles (Table 37 in Appendix) mention the role of 

female former combatants and peace, and in the Sri Lankan press this is 3.42 per cent (Table 59 in Appendix). 

This may be because ex-combatants are not seen as vital to peace-building, or because female ex-combatants 

have transgressed the boundaries of gender norms, thus are no longer associated with peace like non-

combatant women. Instead, peace-building is men’s work and female ex-combatants are on the side-lines, 

which chimes with Holland who describes women as “reactors and witnesses to public events rather than as 

participants in those events” (1987: 139). However, the linkage of men and peace rather than women goes 

against the previous literature (Ruddick, 1990) which states that women are described as having an affinity with 

peace due to biology or social conditioning. In Northern Ireland, the men of peace are the main players: “men 

who were part of the IRA ‘war’ and had been critical to the making of the IRA ‘peace’” (Rowan and Porter, 2014: 

4-5). In Sri Lanka, the female ex-combatants are not referenced in any active role with peace-building. This 

omission (Carroll and Schreiber, 1997: 145) prompts questions, such as, if the female ex-combatants are involved 
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in peace-building, why is this not reported; and if they are not, why not? The lack of representation of female 

ex-combatants and peace-building in the news media is redolent of “symbolic annihilation” (Tuchman, 1979: 

533). As news media representation constructs reality (Hall, 1997a), the omission of female ex-combatants in 

peace-building roles leads to social disenfranchisement, where absence in the news media can cause absence 

in public consciousness (Gerbner and Gross, 1976). Thus, female ex-combatants will not be perceived to be 

necessary in peace-building because they are neglected in a reality-constructing medium. Moreover, presence 

in the news media signifies social existence, and the exclusion is representative of women’s lack of power in 

society (Tuchman, 1979). Furthermore, the underrepresentation contributes to the perpetuation of this unequal 

power balance. Therefore, the research shows that the essentialism of female peace-makers and male war-

mongerers (Elshtain, 1987; 1990) is not present in the news media coverage of female ex-combatants in 

Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka. 

 Women’s involvement in peace-building must be on equal terms with men (Charlesworth, 2008) 

through mainstreaming, rather than the “ghettoization” of gender issues (Rajasingham-Senanayake, 2004: 144), 

or the inclusion of women for ‘use-value’ (Duncanson, 2016: 34). 

 Lederach (1997), Galtung (1996), and Lynch and McGoldrick (2005) believe that peace-building should 

cultivate sustainable peace by dealing with the underlying sources of conflict. It must address original 

inequalities and build institutions to make peace maintainable and supportable. This is observed in the Northern 

Irish news media, which explain civil inequalities as the cause for the Troubles. Conversely, the Sri Lankan news 

media curtail all talk about the conflict as a peace-building measure, in case mentioning the past would taint the 

future. As Sri Lanka’s ceasefire was a victor’s peace, it makes sense that the Government would not want social 

inequalities which harmed Tamils to be expressed. The ultimate question is, what is more conducive to peace, 

being past or future focused? Surely a reasonable answer would be a measure of both, however Northern 

Ireland and Sri Lanka’s news media have chosen opposite and opposing ends of the spectrum. In 2018, Northern 

Ireland has a ‘cold’ peace (O'Leary, 1995) and Sri Lanka’s peace process is in a nascent state.  

 Therefore, it is ratiocinated that the apparent contradictory focus on the past as injurious to peace is 

in fact conducive to peace, as it explains what caused the Troubles in the first place. The insistence in the Sri 

Lankan news media on restricting stories which describe conflict, or reasons for conflict, indicates a feeble peace 

which is dependent on the suppression of opposing narratives. However, Northern Ireland’s focus on the past is 

not only to nobly ask and answer questions, but it is used as a frame to glorify or denigrate female ex-
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combatants. The pervasiveness of the past reinforces the ideology of opposition because it is remembered and 

represented differently, and contentiously. 

 In addition, peace journalism suggests that the news media give both sides of the conflict equal 

representation. Northern Ireland’s news media do not do this, as the Unionist newspapers vilify female ex-

combatants by giving them criminal nicknames, and the Nationalist newspapers decriminalise the female ex-

combatants by casting them as volunteers, freedom fighters and victims (except for McArdle). Moreover, victims 

are glorified, as they cannot be challenged, due to their experiences during the Troubles. The presentation of 

such partisan accounts of reality, means news consumers are not provided with holistic reports, thus they are 

deprived of anchorage (Lynch and McGoldrick, 2005: xvii) and the ability to create measured and balanced social 

knowledge about female ex-combatants. Similarly, the Sri Lankan news media do not provide the Tamil and 

Sinhalese experiences of conflict with equal representation, as it forbids all explanations of the conflict from the 

point of view of the female Tamil Tigresses. Thus, the only version available is the Sinhalese account. 

 The word frequencies of Northern Ireland’s news media are conflict-ridden; however, peace is number 

10 in the exact match word frequency query, and number 12 in the stemmed words word frequency query. This 

outranks Sri Lanka’s mentions of peace at number 21 in the exact match word frequency query, and number 14 

in the stemmed words word frequency query. The word ‘peace’ may be lower in the Sri Lankan newspapers, but 

the discourse of peace which is encompassed in ‘rehabilitation’ (and its stems) is higher, showing that this case 

has greater peace-building focus. 

 Having compared the findings from the cases of Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, a conclusion to this 

chapter is provided. 

7.7 CONCLUSION 

This thesis adopts a constructionist position, and it assumes that language is a sign system, and it plays a crucial 

role in the social construction of reality (Chandler, 2007: 64). The news media are composed of both text and 

other media such as images, but in this research, text is the only object of analysis. It is the texts which play a 

key part in how female ex-combatants are perceived.  
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 The first and main difference between the cases of Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka is how the past is 

presented. In Northern Ireland the past is newsworthy, and it is frequently recalled and remembered, whereas 

in Sri Lanka, the news media prefer to focus on the future of female ex-cadres and openly asks for the conflict 

to be forgotten. Secondly, Northern Ireland’s newspapers focus on retribution for female former combatants, 

whereas Sri Lanka’s advocate forgiveness. Thirdly, in Northern Ireland there is distaste for ex-prisoners being 

involved in politics with large salaries, whilst Sri Lanka lauds the rehabilitation methods of the Government to 

retrain female ex-comrades as hairdressers and beauticians.  

 Women contribute significantly to the human experience and make up a substantial portion of the 

human world, yet they are not accurately epitomised in the news media. The representations in the news media 

are constructions which tell only a part of their story. The characterisations of the female ex-combatants are a 

potent crystallisation of their perceived role in society, it is not a reflection but a representation. 

 The news media (and all forms of media) allow news consumers to encounter female ex-combatants 

from a distance, without physical or face-to-face contact. The news media’s virtual quality generates a platform 

for them to be encountered remotely without being at risk from disgruntled members of society. As mentioned 

before, not all members of society have contact with female ex-combatants, thus the only contact they do have 

is through the news media. Therefore, the representations play a crucial part in the development of social 

knowledge about these women, as they make up the basis of experience. Hence, it can be more difficult for 

readers to differentiate representation from reality. The familiarity of the characterisation becomes true and 

accurate and surpasses reality. The power of the news media can widen the void between who the female ex-

combatant is, and the meaning of her representation.  

 Happer and Philo (2013) write that studies such as Briant et al. (2011), which investigates the news 

media’s coverage of disabled people, and reactions to this reporting, shows that there has been a shift towards 

colouring the subject of disability within the framework of disability benefit fraud in the news media. This 

adjustment has resulted in a less sympathetic reception by audience members, and an alacrity to vilify disabled 

people as benefit frauds (Briant et al., 2011: 4-5, 7-12, 32-70). Happer and Philo stress the cogent influence that 

the news media have over those who have no or limited exposure to disabled people who claim benefits, and 

the less potent impact over those who have direct contact with claimants, 

[d]irect experience was therefore a substantial factor in the negotiation of the media message. The 
power of the media message tended to be heightened in those cases in which there was no direct 
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experience or other knowledge of an issue, and conversely to decrease when people had direct 
experience (Happer and Philo, 2013: 327). 

The theory from this study could be transposed onto this research and used to theorise that direct experience 

with female ex-combatants could be used to reject the news media message from the newspaper.  

 Therefore, the importance of self-representation means that the women need to speak for themselves, 

however all discourse is coloured by ideology and perceived through an ideological lens. The lack of direct 

speech does not allow these women to represent themselves. Moreover, in Sri Lanka, when the women are 

directly quoted, the comments used are biased in favour of returning home and getting married. 

 The power behind representation has the ability to allow underrepresented female ex-combatants to 

be seen, and this power dictates how they are seen. Representation which accurately portrays female ex-

combatants by excluding formulaic gender frameworks would challenge the status quo of the domesticated 

female.  

 Women speaking in their own voices creates a platform for minority, underrepresented and 

misrepresented social groups to be heard, and as a rising tide lifts all boats, gender equality is conducive to 

equality in other dynamics of society.  

 At the moment, Northern Ireland’s news media are split along ethno-national lines. The connotations 

of the female former combatants depend on socio-cultural and ethno-political beliefs and the interpretation of 

the female ex-combatants is context-specific and thus polysemic (Chandler, 2007: 138). The dominant 

connotations are related to the ideology of the newspaper as they are echo chambers where readers largely 

only come across stories about female ex-combatants which concur with their own pre-existing and established 

philosophies. Moreover, these beliefs are fortified by the fact that the dominant discourse drowns out the 

weaker discourse, that is to say, alternative dialogues are downplayed or omitted altogether. The past-focused 

framework, perpetrator-victim couplet and the monikers which arise from past acts all amplify the obsession 

that the Northern Irish news media have with the Troubles, and their pervasiveness communicates to news 

consumers that this is ‘true-to-life’ representation. Where the news media could destabilise the strong reliance 

on ideologically anchored versions of the past, would be to produce stories which persuade news consumers to 

re-remember the past through new frames of meaning (Brewer, 2010: 152). 

 Similarly, Sri Lankan news media perpetuate the narrative of the re-feminised female ex-combatant 

who has been neutralised. This is intensified by the theme of forgiveness, which is communicated as necessary 
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for peace. The paucity of female ex-combatants as sources, and the dearth of dialogue which talks about post-

conflict life outside the domestic sphere is emblematic of censoring, and symbolic of the stringent measures 

placed upon journalists who do not toe the Sri Lankan Government’s party line. 

 The saturation of these depictions of the female former combatant becomes naturalised and comes to 

be taken as a reflection of reality. But representation is not a reproduction of that which it represents, it is a 

contributor to the construction of reality. 

 The resonance of the newspaper articles should be gauged by investigating public opinion. Public 

opinion is influenced by personal beliefs. It would be expected that those of a Republican (Northern Ireland) or 

a Tamil (Sri Lanka) background would sympathise with female ex-combatants, whereas those of a Loyalist 

(Northern Ireland) or a Sinhalese (Sri Lanka) background would not. Furthermore, the identification with the 

women being depicted would influence attitudes of news consumers. 

 To finish, what we know of the female ex-combatants comes from newspapers and other news media. 

Thus, news is contributory to the construction of social knowledge about female former combatants. 

Knowledge, beliefs and opinions are constructed from the representation of these women, rather from the 

reality of them. 

 The final chapter in this thesis is the conclusion chapter, which is provided following this one. 
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8 Conclusion Chapter 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

This final chapter summarises the findings of the research in conjunction with the research question, which was 

outlined in the Introduction chapter. In addition, the chapter assesses the significance of the results, and 

specifies recommendations for policy. Plus, it stipulates challenges to success and suggestions for further 

research. First, it is worth being reminded of the research question. 

 The purpose of this PhD research was to provide evidence of, and interpret, the discursive constructions 

of female ex-combatants in the English-language newspapers of the post-conflict societies Northern Ireland and 

Sri Lanka, from 2009 until 2015. This thesis has answered the research question: how do the news media 

represent female ex-combatants during the post-conflict period? This thesis is timely as more research is needed 

on the news media’s role in conflict transformation (Wolfsfeld, 2004; Bratic, 2008) rather than simply conflict. 

The importance of this research is that the news and politics are interdependent, as the news media need 

political content to create stories, and politics need the news media to legitimise and validate their position to 

the public (Spencer, 2004: 619). Therefore, academic scrutiny is required in order to hold the press to account 

over their coverage of phenomena. In this case, this research critically scrutinises news media representations 

of female ex-combatants in order to comprehend the meanings of the characterisations because “cultural 

meanings are not only ‘in the head’. They organize and regulate social practices, influence our conduct and 

consequently have real, practical effects” (Hall, 1997a: 3). The cultural meaning of gender regulates social 

practices, and in this case, the representations of female ex-combatants in the news media. The analysis of the 

data from the newspaper articles was undertaken by semiotic analysis, critical discourse analysis, and the 

interpretation of the findings was informed by a social constructionist perspective. Semiotics is concerned with 

how the language of representation produces meaning, and discourse is concerned with the politics of 

representation, its effects and consequences (Hall, 1997a: 6). Critical discourse analysis uncovers the power of 

ideology in the language of the news media’s representations and constructions of female ex-combatants in two 

post-conflict societies. The study found that post-conflict news media representations utilised politically-
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charged semiotic devices to construct female ex-combatants, and how these constructions are interpreted by 

news consumers influences society’s knowledge of the female ex-combatants’ positions in peace-building. 

 In what follows, this chapter is divided into a section on the Summary of Findings which answers the 

research question, and then a section on the Significance of the Findings. The latter is broken down into the 

themes which were informed by previous literature and issues that emerged from the data itself. These themes 

are: The Social Construction of the News Media, Critical Discourse Analysis, Victimhood, Gender, The Past, 

Conflict Transformation and Peace Journalism. Following this, the Conclusion discusses the thesis’s original 

contribution to the existing body of research, Recommendations (for policy), Limitations and Future Research. 

8.2 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

This section recapitulates the findings from Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka’s respective newspapers and answers 

the research question: how do the news media represent female ex-combatants during the post-conflict period? 

Overall in Northern Ireland, 45.33 per cent of the articles depicted the female ex-combatants in a negative tone. 

Then, 43.12 per cent of the articles were of a neutral tone and only 11.55 per cent were of a positive tone. 

Therefore, overall, the ‘negative’ node had the highest number of articles (Table 34 in Appendix). Wolfsfeld’s 

(2004) claim that Northern Ireland’s news media were pro-peace, would suggest that female ex-combatants 

would be depicted favourably, or at least neutrally, because ex-combatants have contributed to peace in the 

post-conflict society. A sizeable chunk of the data was coded at the ‘neutral’ node, however the greatest 

proportion was negative.  

 The Nationalist newspapers had 22.46 per cent negative articles, 50.43 per cent neutral articles and 

27.11 positive articles (Table 34 in Appendix). Overall, 96.11 per cent of the positive articles overall came from 

the Nationalist newspapers (Table 79 in Appendix). The Unionist newspapers had 61.18 per cent negative 

articles, 38.06 per cent neutral articles and 0.76 per cent positive articles (Table 34 in Appendix). Generally, 

79.72 per cent of the negative articles came from the Unionist newspapers (Table 79 in Appendix). It was 

hypothesised that the ‘positive’ node would have the highest number of articles in the Nationalist newspapers 

however, the ‘neutral’ node has the majority of articles (50.43 per cent). It was hypothesised that the ‘negative’ 

node would have the highest number of articles in the Unionist newspapers and this was confirmed in the data 
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(61.18 per cent), plus the ‘negative’ tone is also the majority of articles. The hypothesis that the Nationalist 

newspapers (27.11 per cent) would have more positive articles than the Unionist newspapers (0.76 per cent) 

was confirmed. Furthermore, it was hypothesised that the Unionist newspapers (61.18 per cent) would have 

more negative articles than the Nationalist newspapers (22.46 per cent), and this was proved. This could be 

because all the female ex-combatants mentioned in the newspapers (apart from one article which mentioned 

the Loyalist ex-combatant Jacqui Upton) are Nationalists.  

 Overall for Sri Lanka, the node with the highest number of articles was the ‘positive’ node (41.25 per 

cent), with only 27.95 per cent coded as negative, and the rest coded as neutral (30.8 per cent) (Table 55 in 

Appendix). It was hypothesised that as the Government of Sri Lanka is Sinhalese and had been fighting against 

the Tamil Tigers, and the fact the Government controls (for the most part) what is written in Sri Lanka’s news 

media (Amnesty International, 2013), that the ‘negative’ node would have the greatest amount of articles in the 

state-owned newspapers. However, this was negated in the data as 53.28 per cent of the articles from the state-

owned newspapers were positive (the majority), 30.29 per cent were negative and only 16.4 per cent were 

neutral (Table 55 in Appendix). In the independent newspapers, which were expected to have the highest 

number of articles in the ‘positive’ node, actually, the ‘neutral’ node had the largest amount at 46.43 per cent. 

In addition, 25.4 per cent of the articles were negative and 28.17 were positive (Table 55 in Appendix). Thus, 

this hypothesis was disproved. Furthermore, the hypothesis that the state-owned newspapers (30.29 per cent) 

would have more negative articles than the independent ones was confirmed (25.4 per cent). However, the 

hypothesis that the independent newspapers would have more positive articles that the state newspapers was 

invalidated as the state newspapers have 53.28 per cent positive (which is the majority), and the independent 

newspapers have 28.17 per cent. Additionally, the largest proportion of positive articles (67.28 per cent) came 

from the state-owned newspapers, not the independent ones (Table 79 in Appendix). It is theorised that the 

reason for the high percentage of positive articles about female ex-combatants is that the state’s version of 

peace journalism is espoused by news outlets. This is explained more fully in the sub-section on peace 

journalism. 

 Interestingly, the highest proportion of negative articles (56.46 per cent) (Table 79 in Appendix) also 

came from the state-owned newspapers. Therefore, the state newspapers were more extreme in their views.  
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  In summary, Northern Ireland’s news media were consistent with what had been predicted. Sri Lanka’s 

news media was incongruous with what was predicted about the female ex-combatants’ coverage in the state 

newspapers, but congruous with the independently-owned press’s reportage on female ex-combatants. 

 In Northern Ireland’s news media, the past conflict is mentioned in 50.78 per cent of the articles about 

female ex-combatants (Table 35 in Appendix). This is especially evident when contemporary events recall past 

incidents. For example, the appointment of McArdle as a Special Adviser to Ní Chuilín in May 2011 evoked Mary 

Travers’s murder and the assault on her father by an IRA gang which McArdle assisted in 1984. In relation to 

this, the female ex-combatants were perpetrators of political violence, and this perpetrator role is highlighted, 

and further exemplified by pairing the female former combatants with victims from the Troubles. All nodes 

which refer to victims (such as the nodes ‘Omagh Bomb’ or ‘McConville murder’) amount to 50.07 per cent of 

articles (Table 13 in Northern Ireland chapter or Table 38 in Appendix). The presence of the past in the present 

and the emphasis on victims are visualised in word frequency queries from NVivo (these can be accessed for all 

Northern Irish newspapers and individual ones in the Appendix). For all the Northern Irish newspapers, in the 

word frequency query of stemmed words (Table 43 in Appendix), ‘IRA’ is the highest ranked word, which is 

followed by ‘murders’ at number two, ‘victims’ at number six and ‘Travers’ at number eight. 

 Contrastingly, in Sri Lanka, both state-owned and independently owned newspapers were focused 

more on female former cadres’ futures rather than their pasts (2.66 per cent of Sri Lankan articles mention their 

past convictions, Table 56 in Appendix), so much so, that the Sri Lankan newspapers curtailed mentions of the 

past conflict. There were 50.19 per cent of articles (Table 57 in Appendix) which were coded at the node ‘future 

for former combatants’ in Sri Lanka, and only 4.86 per cent in Northern Ireland (Table 36 in Appendix). In relation 

to the theme of the future, the Sri Lankan news media discussed the rehabilitation programmes which female 

ex-combatants undertook to learn new skills for employment, and to ease their reintegration into civil society. 

This amounted to 73.95 per cent of articles (Table 58 in Appendix). All the newspapers apart from the Sunday 

Times featured rehabilitation extensively in the articles about female ex-combatants, and its pervasiveness 

indicates importance. However, state-owned and independent newspapers had different interpretations of 

rehabilitation. The former report on the success of the Government programmes, whereas the Daily Financial 

Times (independent newspaper) highlighted the stigma faced by ex-cadres who cannot gain meaningful 

employment.  
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 In Northern Ireland, there were no articles which mentioned rehabilitation, this is due to the dearth of 

official DDR programmes in Northern Ireland. 

 Gender constructions were present in both cases, but the most significant gendered representation 

was in the low instances of direct speech. In Northern Ireland, only 22.65 per cent of articles (Table 39 in 

Appendix) quoted female ex-combatants directly, and this is even lower in Sri Lanka with 3.23 per cent (Table 

64 in Appendix). Nodes related to gender such as ‘domesticity’ and ‘sexism in media’ were amalgamated to show 

that 15.28 per cent of Northern Irish articles (Table 40 in Appendix) used gendered constructions to portray the 

female ex-combatants, and this was 39.73 per cent in Sri Lankan newspapers (Table 30 in Sri Lanka chapter and 

Table 65 in Appendix). The number is higher in Sri Lanka because the newspapers reported on gendered 

rehabilitation training which appears to re-domesticate the female ex-LTTE members, for example, “I followed 

a beauty culture course” (Unattributed, 2015g). 

 This research supports other research, such as Jia et al. (2016) which uses empirical evidence to show 

that women are heard less than men in the UK news media. This lack of representation underrates the impact 

that women have on society, and as a result weakens democracy. Relatedly, O'Neill et al. (2016) write that 

female politicians in the UK media are seen and heard less frequently in proportion to the number of women in 

Parliament, moreover, male politicians are over-represented in comparison to the number of men in Parliament.  

 Related to gender is the female terrorist framework (Talbot, 2001; de Alwis, 2002; Toles Parkin, 2004; 

Gonsalves, 2005; Nacos, 2005; Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007; Melzer, 2009; Bloom, 2011a; Bloom, 2011b; Gentry, 

2011; Stack, 2011; Yarchi, 2014; Laster and Frez, 2015). Some of the frames of female terrorists in the news 

media were applicable to post-conflict Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, such as looking into the background of 

the female ex-combatants (Bloom, 2011a), or representing them as mothers, monsters and whores (Sjoberg and 

Gentry, 2007). The frames of vengeful or lovesick woman were absent, but, the frames of the brutal female 

fighter, propaganda, sexuality, diminutive, victim, appearance, unnatural woman, failed mother, mother, 

monster and whore were present. These frames serve to disembody the women, and distil their multifaceted 

personalities and identities into comprehensible, and manageable characters. 

 In summary, Northern Ireland’s news media are past-focused by framing the female ex-combatants in 

the context of the Troubles. Furthermore, the perpetrator-victim couplet grounds the female former 

combatants in the past, and compounds negative treatment by pitting them alongside victims of the conflict. 



 320 

Gendered depictions are functional in the low level of direct speech and sexist imagery used to characterise the 

women.  

 In contrast, Sri Lanka’s news media is focused on the future of female ex-combatants, and this is 

facilitated by the inclusion of stories about rehabilitation, which casts the women in a positive light. Like 

Northern Ireland, gendered constructions are present, but at a higher rate. 

 As mentioned in the Methodology chapter, there are more Unionist newspapers than Nationalist ones 

for Northern Ireland; and more privately-owned/independent newspapers for Sri Lanka. This is because the 

analysis has interpreted the Belfast Telegraph’s articles as Unionist; and for Sri Lanka, these were the English-

language newspapers which were available for the date range in Nexis. 

Furthermore, the news media of Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka cannot be directly compared by 

equating Unionist newspapers with state-owned ones, and Nationalist news articles with independently-

owned/private newspapers because Northern Ireland has a free press. However, the newspapers which were 

expected to have the highest proportion of positive articles about female ex-combatants were the Nationalist 

and independent newspapers, but in fact the largest percentage was neutral. 

 As the results have been summarised, and the research question answered, the significance of the 

findings is now discussed in the following section. 

8.3 SIGNIFICANCE OF FINDINGS 

The data is significant because it contributes to the existing literature on ex-combatants (Shirlow and McEvoy, 

2008; Brewer et al., 2013; Lawther, 2017b) in post-conflict societies. Moreover, the focus on female ex-

combatants adds to the research of Goswami (2015), Wahidin (2016) and Yadav (2016). Furthermore, it provides 

empirical evidence on the news media’s role in post-conflict societies (Wolfsfeld, 2004; Bratic, 2008). The crux 

of the original contribution of this research lies in its intersection between ex-combatants and conflict 

transformation, gender, and the news media in post-conflict countries. The comparison of female ex-

combatants in the news media in two dichotomous societies emerging from ethno-political conflict, has not 

been researched before. This research was needed as the news media are a crucial factor in society’s opinion 

and knowledge-forming apparatus, thus, the discourse used to represent and construct female former 



 321 

combatants, constitutes ‘what we know about them’. This needed to be analysed in order to understand the 

implications of these representations of the women on society.  

 This research expands upon the previous literature on female terrorists in the news media (Nacos, 

2005; Melzer, 2009; Yarchi, 2014; Laster and Frez, 2015), by concluding that some frames used during conflict, 

are applicable post-conflict. The significance of these frames being deployed in the post-conflict news media, is 

that female ex-combatants are contextualised by conflict, which truncates their potential to be perceived and 

believed as key components in conflict transformation. Rollero (2013) claims that exposure to media stereotypes 

causes endorsement of sexist attitudes, hostility towards women, the acceptance of gender role stereotyping in 

society, and the support of the justification of the social inequality between men and women. Thus, the 

representations that replicate terrorist frameworks, which are predicated upon gender social constructions, 

could contribute to the maintenance of unequal power relations between men and women. Moreover, a report 

from the Advertising Standards Authority and Committees of Advertising Practice (2017) stated that stereotypes 

cause harm by fostering gendered assumptions, which are internalised and lead to unequal gender outcomes. 

 In addition, this thesis is complementary to research on conflict such as Alison’s (2003; 2004; 2009) 

research on female combatants in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka during their respective conflicts; and Rolston’s 

(1991) research on how the media covered the Troubles, by analysing newspapers in post-conflict Northern 

Ireland and Sri Lanka.  

 It provides empirical evidence of the hierarchy of victimhood (Rolston, 2000; Brewer and Hayes, 2015a; 

Hearty, 2016; Lawther, 2017a) in the Northern Irish news media, where the dualism of victim and perpetrator 

pits the two against each other. This antagonistic pairing always results in the victim being glorified and the 

perpetrator being denigrated, which is not conducive to female ex-combatants being accepted as necessary 

agents in peace-building. The welfare and concerns of victims are presented in both Nationalist and Unionist 

newspapers. However, multiple victimhood (Brewer, 2010) allows the welfare and concerns of female ex-

combatants to be articulated in Nationalist newspapers, but this is missing or denied in Unionist newspapers. 

 The research investigates the presence and absence of peace journalism principles in Northern Ireland 

and Sri Lanka, and the challenges of their applicability in societies recovering from violent ethnic conflict. 

 The significance of the findings is assessed thematically, in the themes deduced from previous research, 

and themes which arose from the data itself. This section begins with the social construction of the news media. 
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8.3.1 The Social Construction of the News Media 

The news media construct reality through “practices of representation” (Hall, 1997a: 10), which are then 

interpreted through shared cultural meanings. The discursive representations of female ex-combatants in the 

news media constitute knowledge and meaning, and contribute to a shared social reality, as representation 

works in the production of meaning  (Hall, 1997c: 35). Thus, the established discourse about female ex-

combatants has been institutionalised through social practice, which is determined by social structures 

(Fairclough, 2001) and power (Berger and Luckmann). Moreover, the social construction of reality occurs 

through communication (Berger and Luckmann, 1979), such as the news media, and in this study, newspapers. 

 In the cases of Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, the social structures of politics influence how female ex-

combatants are characterised in the news media, as newspapers may take their cue from government officials 

(Nacos, 2002: 16, 96, 99). As newspapers in Northern Ireland are divided, and the political parties are based on 

division and conflict, Unionist newspapers may adopt the language of Unionist politicians, and Nationalist 

newspapers from Nationalist parties. The results from the coding of data show that the Nationalist newspapers 

portrayed Republican female ex-combatants favourably, and Unionist newspapers depicted them unfavourably. 

Moreover, as the exigent political pressure on journalists in Sri Lanka has been widely reported, the feminised 

images of defeated and regretful female ex-combatants correspond with the Government of Sri Lanka’s victor’s 

peace. The importance of the news media’s coverage of female ex-combatants is that the news media are a 

resource that “audiences use to piece together their own interpretation of the world” (Hoskins and O'Loughlin, 

2010: 81), thus it influences society’s beliefs about these women by constructing a reality based on 

representation rather than direct experience. The social construction of reality in the news media is linked to 

power structures, where knowledge is presented as natural and common-sense, thus it is taken for granted as 

‘reality’ (Berger and Luckmann, 1979). These power structures were unveiled through the use of critical 

discourse analysis. 

8.3.2 Critical Discourse Analysis 

Communications must be analysed in their social context, and critical discourse analysis investigates the 

relationship between text and cultural and social structures, and how these structures are shaped by power 

relations (Fairclough, 2013). Fairclough (2001) explains that discourse is the use of language in representation, 
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and both discourse and language are sites of power struggles. The potency of representations is due to the 

notion that they, “sometimes call our very identities into question” (Hall, 1997a: 10).  Therefore, the power of 

representation in the news media is magnified in dialectically divided societies, such as Northern Ireland and Sri 

Lanka, where identities are constructed and defended against the ‘Other’, because representations compete 

with others and are a political struggle (Hall, 1997b). In Northern Ireland, the ethno-national split of the 

newspapers maintains division between communities because the identities of competing social groups are 

sustained through representations. Identities are formed in opposition, and they are sustained through 

discourse. Therefore, it follows that in order to sustain identity then discourse must also be in opposition. Thus, 

a common narrative about female ex-combatants which bridges the gap between Nationalist and Unionist in 

Northern Ireland is unthinkable, as the very ethno-national identities themselves are propped up by a 

preservation of difference. The news media sustain the boundaries of identity and culture, and this difference 

situates social groups in society. Hence, to erode the boundaries of social groups would be to unmoor the group 

from its collective and collaborative identity. The news media must keep up its discourse of difference, through 

its stories which help to locate and anchor social groups. Therefore, the characterisation of female ex-

combatants is not merely a matter of gender, but representation is a political device which preserves division 

between communities through discourse.  

 In Northern Ireland, the divided newspapers are an ideological battleground where representations of 

female ex-combatants differ based on value judgements. The battle of representation is a battle of ideologies. 

In Sri Lanka, the dominant discourses of female ex-combatants serve patriarchal ideological interests to ‘tame’ 

combatant women and make them into demure wives and mothers. The representations which are inscribed 

with the hegemonic ideology sustain unequal power relations. The characterisations of female ex-combatants 

are an ideological measure which chooses to depict the women from a domestic angle. Semiotics unveils the 

ideology at work within the vocabulary of muliebrity, and its use in the news media, to frame the ex-cadre with 

girlish and docile connotations. The re-domesticated ex-combatant is prioritised and foregrounded, whereas her 

past as a violent individual is side-lined and denigrated, thus pushing the dominant patriarchal ideology and the 

social identity of the feminine woman who has returned to domesticity. This representation supports the 

ideology of the Government of Sri Lanka and marginalises dissenting voices. This is damaging for female ex-

combatants’ roles in peace-building (and women in general), however if women were to be on an equal footing 

with men, that is, not portrayed using gender constructions, their agency would not be as limited (Charlesworth, 
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2008). Plus, this cynical outlook is trumped by the ability to resist the hegemonic narrative (Hall, 2003). Specific 

discourses are more compelling than others, but this does not mean that the news consumer does not have 

agency in their engagement with the text, they have the ability to resist the hegemonic discourse, as all discourse 

is polysemic. 

 Although there is the opportunity for polysemy in all texts, because Northern Ireland’s news media is 

divided along ethno-national lines it hampers the potential for resistant or oppositional readings due to the 

narrowness of the news media culture. However, toeing the party line is not a hard and fast rule. Nonetheless, 

in Sri Lanka, although the press is split between state-owned and independent news outlets, the newspapers 

follow the Government’s lead in naming the Tamil Tigers as aggressors, due to the stringent measures faced by 

journalists in Sri Lanka. No such limitations mar journalists in Northern Ireland, they are not under fear of 

punishment or death from disgruntled MLAs. 

  How female ex-combatants are portrayed affects how female non-combatants are also depicted and 

perceived (Venäläinen, 2016). The effect of female ex-combatants’ representations on female non-combatants 

reinforces the dualism of victim and perpetrator. In the perpetrator-victim couplet, female victims such as Mary 

Travers and Jean McConville who were non-combatants are ‘sainted’ and pitied in the public’s eyes, whereas, in 

contrast, the perpetrators (McArdle and Dolours Price) are denigrated. In addition, the position of victimhood 

elevates victims’ voices to a dominant standing. In the news media, dominant voices have been promoted over 

less powerful narratives, and this dominance has legitimised their status as trustworthy and convincing (Herman 

and Chomsky, 1994). In Northern Ireland, a dominant voice does not necessarily mean one from the political 

elite, and this is discussed in the following sub-section on victimhood. 

8.3.3 Victimhood 

Victimhood is the supreme public relations apparatus and a valuable weapon in the news media war between 

the two communities in Northern Ireland. The loss of life is an advantage in the press, because a high human 

interest story means that it will be read and discussed more readily.  The politicisation of victimhood is a 

rhetorical strategy used to support one ideology over another. In the case of McArdle, Ann Travers (the sister of 

Mary Travers killed by the IRA gang of which McArdle was a part) is heard above any politician. A victim has high 

news value, thus, Ann Travers’s voice as a victim is legitimate, and therefore privileged and authoritative. Ann 
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Travers’s proximity (Hoskins and O'Loughlin, 2010: 61) to the victim (her sister) heightens her authority, plus she 

is a victim herself, as she has suffered due to the loss of her sister. Victims hold the most weight as their plight 

is personalised in the news media. They are not faceless detached government officials. As they have first-hand 

experience, their closeness is revered over research. The victim is an ersatz expert on the Troubles and is held 

up as a respected source of information.  

 Furthermore, Brewer and Hayes state that victims are not in favour of punitive measures towards 

former combatants, and that victims can facilitate the reintegration of ex-prisoners in post-conflict societies, 

especially victims from the Catholic community (2015b: 754). However, in this case, Ann Travers (from the 

Roman Catholic community) has decreed that McArdle does not deserve forgiveness, but further punishment 

(her removal from her Special Adviser post), and this has opened the floodgates for other victims’ families to 

criticise former combatants in highly ranked and paid positions.  

Although this research only looks at female ex-combatants in the news media, this is a useful 

preliminary indication of victims’ views on the treatment of ex-combatants, and the findings show that overall 

female ex-combatants receive negative treatment in the news media, although Nationalist newspapers do have 

more positive articles than Unionist newspapers, which may be due to the parallel views of Nationalism and 

Republicanism. 

 To return to the Travers’s murder, Ann Travers is sought by the news media for comment on political 

legislation due to the human interest in her family’s story, rather than any political acumen. Ann Travers drowns 

out all other political voices and her opinion influences the best solution.  A victim is a trusted speaker; thus, 

their arguments cannot be dismissed. Victims in the news media justify actions- and Mary Travers and 

McConville are trotted out regularly as standards of victims whose memory must be preserved.  

 In the newspapers, it is observed that the voice of the victim does not require balance (unlike other 

issues). The danger of this is that victims who [may] have no professional expertise are seen in the same light, 

with the same gravitas as researchers (Boykoff and Boykoff, 2004a; 2004b). The legitimacy attributed to victims’ 

voices is explained through modality. Using Fairclough’s (2001) approach, modality is to do with the speaker’s 

authority, and in the case of victims they have relational modality when compared to female ex-combatants 

because they have suffered undeserved trauma. In the news media, the frequent presence of the perpetrator-

victim couplet intensifies this relational modality because the two figures are continually seen side by side, and 

thus evaluated in favour of the victim. Furthermore, they have representational authority, and their 
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interpretation of reality and evaluation of truth are lauded above all others because their suffering is a 

legitimising force, and their proximity to the conflict (through first-hand or second-hand experience of tragedy) 

sanctions their version of reality and metaphorically places them closer to the truth. 

 The power of victimhood is conducive to favourable blanket coverage. McAllister (TUV) by taking the 

side of the irrefutable Ann Travers, was able to chastise Sinn Féin legally and produce legislation which harms 

their political agenda. On his website he is described as 

the Ulster Politician who put principle before power by resigning from the DUP over its decision to take 
IRA/Sinn Féin into government. Within Stormont he vigorously takes the battle to the DUP/Sinn Féin 
coalition and champions the cause restoring to the voters the fundamental democratic rights of being 
permitted in an election to change their government and even to have an Opposition. Hence he 
consistently opposes the absurdity of mandatory coalition (McAllister, 2017). 

On one hand, one could construe that his championing of Ann Travers was purely altruistic, and on the other 

hand, it could simply be a smokescreen for political point scoring with McAllister masquerading as a victim-

protector. A cynical view may interpret female victims as being monopolised by a male politician and 

apotheosised into icons of suffering. This monopoly would be endangered if an independent truth recovery 

process were to be implemented in Northern Ireland, which would explain Unionist political parties’ critique of, 

and opposition to, a truth commission (Lawther, 2013: 159). The request for a truth and reconciliation process 

is evident only in the Nationalist newspapers, “answers to the victims of the ‘dirty war” (Morris, 2014b: 17), 

where a truth commission is hoped for because it may legitimise ex-combatants’ claims to victimhood. At the 

moment, a truth recovery process of sorts exists, which is on Unionism’s terms where Unionist politicians use 

the aegis of victimhood to foment an image of “blamelessness” (Lawther, 2013: 166). The power of the victim 

means that their interpretation of the past is untouchable, thus, by latching onto victims, Unionism’s version is 

also unassailable by association. The partnership with victims is also a partnership with the victors (especially in 

the news media war). However, if a truth process existed, it would broaden the ownership of the past (Lawther, 

2013: 162), meaning that alternative narratives would be articulated and these would destabilise the Unionist 

dominance of victimhood. Whoever controls victimhood, controls the narrative of the Troubles. Thus, the 

mantle (Clarke, 2012a) of victimhood being shared outside of Unionism would disrupt Unionism’s exclusive 

control of this commodity.  

 Returning to the case of Ann Travers, the monopoliser cashes in on victims’ grief and the tragedy of 

Mary Travers’s murder was exploited and dramatised in the newspaper pages. Raw grief was exposed and 

sensationalised for the news media. The making public of a family’s misfortune is indicative of a “show-and-tell 
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culture [which] has not only desensitized broadcasters but also confused the public’s distinction between private 

and public sphere” (Nacos, 2002: 53). Wolfsfeld claims that Northern Ireland’s news media were conducive to 

peace as they did not report events with sensationalism (2004: 174). However, this research disproves this claim, 

in the context of female ex-combatants and victims in post-conflict Northern Ireland, as the news content 

includes melodramatic depictions of victimhood, which is further compounded by the pairing of victim with 

perpetrator. This coupling juxtaposes the innocent with the guilty, intensifying and preserving the dissonance. 

The dualism assigns a single identity (which is predicated on the past) to the perpetrator and disallows a 

multifaceted identity which could include victimhood. 

 The touching account of the Travers family coupled with the female ex-combatant transgressing gender 

norms is a high interest story. This story resonates with readers as the character of Ann Travers is a point of 

identification and will attract large audiences. Victimhood is a bargaining chip for visibility in the press, and it 

has resulted in saturation coverage of Ann Travers and has ‘celebritised’ her status in the news media. The 

newspaper treatment has been instrumental in making her a household name. The murders of Mary Travers 

and McConville ensure that victims reign over female ex-combatants in the newspapers. Through the vilifying 

news media coverage, McArdle became the new hate-figure as her foil was an innocent female victim. 

 However, the news media’s focus on the female victim such as Ann Travers, Mary Travers and Jean 

McConville reinforces the susceptibility of women in conflict. Interestingly, Caroline Moreland, a mother who 

was murdered by the IRA in July 1994 does not appear in the data. She, like McConville was a single mother, and 

an alleged informer. However, McConville was widowed whereas Moreland was not. Moreover, the news media 

attention accorded to political violence depends on the target, location and event (Nacos, 2002: 84). Mary 

Travers fitted the bill and her legacy transcended time over other victims who are not as well-known. Travers 

was an innocent young woman, coming out of chapel just after Mass on a Sunday, thus she is memorable. 

 The news media can play a legitimising and facilitating role through repetition and the absence of 

alternatives (Happer and Philo, 2013: 333). The theme of victimhood is consistently used, and it disallows an 

alternative way of viewing the aftermath of conflict as victims’ voices are indisputable. This is seen in this 

research where patterns of representation are observed in the data, chiefly the re-emergence of the past events 

and the perpetrator-victim couplet. 

 The theme of victimhood is so effective due to the framing used in the news articles which direct the 

reader to a sympathetic reading of the victim, and simultaneously a derogatory reading of the perpetrator.  
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 The theme of victim is resonant with news consumers, especially in traumatised societies following 

violent political conflict. The word frequency query for stemmed words in the Northern Irish articles shows that 

‘victims’ ranks sixth with 2504 mentions and is 0.88 per cent of the weighted percentage of all words (Table 43 

in Appendix) (this is not to mention the word frequency of individual named victims such as Mary Travers and 

McConville). The framing has conveyed a moral judgement upon the perpetrators of conflict and elevated the 

victim’s legitimacy, and this could be seen to influence policy. 

 The policy-media interaction model helps identify when news media coverage induces policy-makers 

to execute a particular policy (Robinson, 2002: 37). By overemphasising the victimhood, the news media raised 

the profile of McArdle as a villain, and Travers and McAllister’s voices denied any other option than for McArdle 

to be removed. However, Wolfsfeld’s (2004) Politics-Media-Political Model negates the policy-influencing 

potential of the news media, and avers that the relationship between the news media and politics is cyclical, but 

politics is always first. In the McArdle case, McAllister’s outrage set the ball rolling on the story, but the news 

media allowed the story to gain traction in public opinion. It is not an either or model, but aspects of both. The 

political impetus of McAllister was needed (as an ‘elite’ voice) and Ann Travers as a victim (actor with high news 

value), then the story had cultural resonance and magnitude (Entman, 2004) as the story resonated with both 

communities, and its repetition kept it in the public domain. 

 The news media can affect public opinion, and public opinion is a condition for policy (Hoskins and 

O'Loughlin, 2009: 58). Thus, in the case of the SPAD (Special Adviser) Bill that resulted in Ann’s Law, the news 

media’s framing, which tapped into the emotion of victims, and the repetition of the story, resulted in policy 

which prevented people with serious criminal convictions from holding a Special Adviser post in Stormont.  

 In contrast to Northern Ireland’s newspapers, the durable theme of the victimhood of innocent civilians 

is not present in the Sri Lankan articles about female ex-combatants. However, some female former cadres are 

cast as victims of the LTTE, which means that they are seen in terms of violability (Otto, 2009). The absence of 

victims in the newspapers may be because so many Tamil civilians were attacked by the Government of Sri 

Lanka, and to include the victims would also pose questions about perpetrators. Thus, as the Government of Sri 

Lanka control a lot of the news media through outright ownership and intimidation of journalists, it would be 

foolish of them to draw attention to victims, because they would be implicating themselves. The question of 

victims has been raised by the journalist Snow (2016), along with the films by Macrae (2013; 2011; 2012). 

However, the films were disputed and discredited by the Government who released their own film ‘Lies Agreed 
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Upon’ (Ministry of Defence Sri Lanka, 2011). This thesis provides empirical evidence of the absence of victims, 

and victims’ voices, plus the lack of self-representation and direct speech from female ex-combatants. 

Moreover, it shows the re-feminising mission of the Government of Sri Lanka in the news media, which is limiting 

not only female ex-combatants’ choices, but non-combatant women’s options as well. This may be of interest 

to BBC Media Action, Amnesty International, UN Women and the UK Department for International 

Development. 

 Just like the difference in the Macrae films and the Government of Sri Lanka’s film, there are competing 

methods of describing, rationalising and understanding the Troubles and the conflict in Sri Lanka. These 

competing ideologies “battle for legitimacy” (Happer and Philo, 2013: 324). In Northern Ireland, there are 

different narratives which cast innocent civilians as victims of the IRA, for example, in the News Letter  

most wanted IRA suspect in Britain has been chosen to sit on a new forum which represents the views 
of terrorist victims…the appointment of such high-profile appointees ‘clearly distracts’ from the forum’s 
vital work and could potentially deter ‘innocent victims’ from engaging (Unattributed, 2012b: emphasis 
added). 

Contrastingly, the Derry Journal produces articles which commemorate fallen IRA members who sacrificed 

themselves; and Irish Republicans are classified as victims of the aggressor and occupier- the British State. 

Defining who is a victim is “inherently competitive and politicized” due to “questions of legitimacy, morality and 

power” (Lawther, 2013: 167). The legitimacy of the entitlement to the label of victim is highly contested, because 

when perpetrator and victim overlap, this prevents the individual from being idealised as a moral beacon 

(Brewer and Hayes, 2011: 75). 

 To conclude on the theme of victimhood, the news media are not neutral vehicles of communication, 

but gatekeepers which allow or deny information to constitute public discourse. This gatekeeper function is 

blatant when Ann Travers is sourced as an expert on the rehabilitation and employment of former combatants. 

She is not an expert, but as a victim she is lauded above academic or governmental researchers. The story 

mechanism of polarisation creates conflict between an innocent victim and a criminal who was imprisoned for 

her part in an innocent young woman’s murder. There is no contest, the victim will always win the news media 

war, which legitimises the sourcing of victims as experts. The victim story device is potent in Northern Irish 

society as a successful mobiliser for outrage.  

 Critical discourse analysis of the victimhood theme shows that repeated exposure where the same 

message recurs reinforces beliefs as knowledge (Happer and Philo, 2013: 332). And this is evident in the 
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championing of victims’ voices, and the news media’s use of them as trump cards, where their experience 

disallows alternatives because the credibility of victims is paramount. 

 Nevertheless, this research does not suggest that audiences are passive dependents who accept news 

media messages wholesale. However, “it is through media that perceptions are created, sustained or 

challenged” (Hoskins, 2011: 5). Nonetheless, news consumers are involved in the construction of news media 

stories themselves through the letters sections of newspapers (not in the Sri Lankan newspapers, but in the 

Northern Irish ones). Moreover, the polysemy of texts means that the preferred reading of a news article is not 

always received and believed by readers according to the intention of the journalist. News consumers accept 

and resist the meanings offered (Hall, 2003); and negotiate and make meaning from articles which influence 

their knowledge about phenomena. Furthermore, the grip that the news media have on audience’s opinions 

fluctuates from person to person, depending on personal experience and other sources of information. The 

news is a space where opposing views are contested and legitimised in each of the newspapers according to 

ideology. Power is maintained discursively but can also be resisted in this way as discourse is a site of struggle 

(Fairclough, 2001: 73). This will be further discussed in the section on further research. However, the next theme 

to be addressed is gender. 

8.3.4 Gender 

Feminism is a political position (Moi, 1997) which recognises women’s inequality in society and suggests 

solutions. Feminist criticism realises the implication of representations of women in the news media and 

questions the naturalisation of these depictions and their soundness. Gendered constructions of men and 

women in the news media (and other media) influence conduct and mind-sets. This research exposes the 

mechanisms of patriarchy in the news articles which perpetuate sexual inequality (Barry, 2002: 122). 

 The portrayal of women in the news media, “significantly contributes to the construction of gender 

within a certain cultural context…representation…[is] a central part of our social reality and its construction” 

(Venäläinen, 2016: 262). Gender constructs in the news media are a means of domination (Foss, 2004: 157). 

Furthermore, women who commit acts of political violence are made sense of in relation to “culturally shared 

conceptions and expectations” (Venäläinen, 2016: 261). Female former combatants have transgressed the 

boundaries of traditional gendered behaviour; thus, their presence destabilises the patriarchal structure of 
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society. In the Sri Lankan news media, these women are re-feminised and corrected so that they fit back into 

the mould of acceptable roles and conduct. Accounts of their behaviour are present and understood “in terms 

of a cultural reading of events” (Berrington and Honkatukia, 2002: 51). The cultural readings of events make 

sense of the press’s representation of the women by situating them within a discourse of domesticity which 

renders the once unfamiliar violent woman, a familiar fixture in family life. The stereotypical portrayals distort 

reality by reflecting and sustaining “socially endorsed views of gender” and emphasising “traditional roles” 

(Wood, 1994: 31). In this case, the female ex-LTTE members are occupying the socially endorsed traditional roles 

of mother, daughter and wife. The deeper implication of these hegemonic representations is that they are 

naturalising different social roles for males and females. The power at work in the representations is maintaining 

gender inequality, through internalisation of what positions women are and should be engaging in. The news 

media representations serve to preserve the patriarchal order of Sri Lanka by advertising how ‘good’ women act 

through normative language, which is an instrument of patriarchal hegemony as it is not a neutral medium 

(Spender, 1980). Social and gender conditioning occur in the use of language in the news media because customs 

are assumed, adopted and ‘taken on’. The portrayals of female ex-combatants form part of the machinery of 

social conditioning, and play a part in the construction of social norms, as the heavily gendered articles indicate 

the acceptable versions of what it means to be a woman, and appropriate ambitions for women. In this case, 

the ideal images of womanhood are those female former combatants who have been redeemed by being re-

feminised by rehabilitation. The suitable aspirations for these women are to return to home life, get married 

and have children whilst upholding the virtue of demureness. From the Sri Lanka news media, the analysis 

suggests that marriage and choice of husband are the ultimate social position deciders for women, for example, 

“Gopika is grateful to her husband for marrying her without a dowry” (Unattributed, 2015g). Moreover, child-

bearing determines contentment. Thus, here the special contribution that women offer is reduced to 

“femininized tasks” (Otto, 2006: 135) which further restricts their agency in post-conflict Sri Lanka. The news 

media contain influential images of women and the nature of language plays a significant role in the expression 

or suppression of the female experience. The unfamiliar female former combatant is anchored in the familiar 

through the language of domesticity.  

 In Northern Ireland, the depictions of female ex-combatants such as the Price sisters and McArdle serve 

to create social distance between the reader and the women. Whereas in Sri Lanka, the domestic angle of the 

news makes the strange female ex-cadre recognisable, by locating her in a familial setting. However, the female 
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experience cannot be evaluated against reality as no interviews with female ex-combatants were conducted 

(this is discussed further in the section Further Research). 

  In the Northern Irish news media, there are overt gendered portrayals of female ex-combatants in 

15.28 per cent of articles (Table 40 in Appendix), for example, “50-year-old mother Rose Lynch” and “[b]londe-

haired Lynch was one of his two killers” (Brady, 2013: 10); and “married mother of three [Jennifer McCann]” 

(Unattributed, 2012q). However, there are also implicit gendered representations in that only 22.65 per cent 

(Table 39 in Appendix) of all the Northern Irish articles contain direct speech from the female former 

combatants. This is considered low as the articles are those which mention these women. Similarly, there is a 

low number of articles in the Sri Lankan press with direct speech from the female ex-cadres (3.23 per cent, Table 

64 in Appendix), but 39.73 per cent of articles have explicit gendered portrayals (Table 30 in Sri Lanka chapter 

and Table 65 in Appendix). 

 The “symbolic annihilation” (Tuchman et al., 1978) of women in the news media is evident in that 

women’s voices are not heard (enough) through direct speech. Omission in the news media, or “(systematic 

absences) can be as powerful an influence as that which is included” (O'Neill and Mulready, 2015: 665). Omission 

is due to the unequal distribution of power, rather than women not having anything to say. By not including 

female ex-combatants as agents of self-determination and self-definition, there is an absence of role models for 

other women. The news media need to publicise the experiences of female ex-combatants (in their own words) 

in order for news consumers to be aware of their presence, and to see them as more than simply bad women 

or victims.  

 Unfortunately, in Sri Lanka, the dominant voice is that of the Government of Sri Lanka, thus the 

knowledge which it communicates to news consumers is promoted over news content which may be 

sympathetic to the Tamil Tigers. As the news media are gatekeepers to knowledge, making sense of the world 

for readers is performed on information which has already been filtered and interpreted. Issues which are of no 

concern to gatekeepers are absent in the news media, and therefore are diminished in public discussion. 

Absences, such as the lack of female ex-combatants’ speech, or the systemic editing of their stories, is of major 

interest to academic research. 

 Related to gender is the female terrorist frameworks which have persisted into the post-conflict news 

coverage. On one hand, these heavily gendered devices are framing the women in gender constructions, which 

is debilitating for gender equality in the post-conflict society. On the other hand, the implication of these frames 
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is to preserve the women in the past. They disenable a transition from an agent of political violence, to a former 

combatant who is now engaging in conflict transformation. This representation affects their peace-building 

roles. In Sri Lanka, the patriarchal nation impedes women from joining the political arena. However, as female 

ex-combatants had undertaken traditionally masculine roles already, as LTTE members, if any women were to 

run for office, these women would be the expected candidates due to their experience in male-dominated 

positions. Plus, the post-conflict stage is a phase gravid with the potential for social transformation because 

society is in flux; and societal norms are still malleable as they have not yet solidified into the rigidity of patriarchy 

and tradition. Nevertheless, in the news media, the female ex-combatants are used as symbols and not agents 

of change. For the Government of Sri Lanka, they play a far more significant role as representations and signifiers 

of traditional womanhood, than as politicians. Hence, the gendered constructions are used to cleanse the 

women of their time in the LTTE and reform them as typical Tamil women, ready for domesticity to begin again. 

 In Sri Lanka, the portrayal of female ex-combatants’ undertakings in peace-building is problematised 

by the Government’s harsh sanctions on journalists. Thus, recommendations on how the news media should 

depict peace-building from a gender perspective are superfluous when freedom of the press does not exist. 

Nonetheless, the female ex-combatants must not be constructed from a gendered angle, and the importance of 

their role in peace-building must be stressed. The implications of showing their involvement as crucial to lasting 

and sustainable peace, may aid the elevation of women’s status in Sri Lanka as a whole. The effect of news media 

representations, is that they can be internalised, and offer alternatives for news consumers. 

 In Northern Ireland, the representation of the female ex-combatants affects their peace-building roles 

as the frequent reference to the past, and the pairing with victims, casts them as relics of the Troubles, and as 

perpetrators, which truncates their potential as peace-builders. On top of this, they are secondary to male ex-

combatants in peace-building. From a gender perspective, the news media should not rely on gendered 

representations to characterise the female ex-combatants. Moreover, the newspapers must stress the 

importance of female ex-combatants being involved in peace-building. For one, they could use examples of how 

female ex-combatants have contributed to the implementation and support of peace, rather than relying on key 

male figures such as McGuinness or Adams to explain Northern Ireland’s peace. As the female former 

combatants are not represented as agents of peace, then they are not perceived this way by society, and 

consequently they are not believed to be necessary. This may have been problematic for the news media when 

the peace process talks were in the nascent stage, as the negotiations were conducted away from the glare of 
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the news media. However, the Good Friday Agreement is well-established in Northern Ireland, and it is time that 

female ex-combatants’ roles were communicated to the populace. 

 This research takes a post-structural feminist position as it examines representations of female ex-

combatants in the news media and challenges the naturalisation of these representations. Femininity is socially 

constructed, thus differs from culture to culture. Thus, generalisations between Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka 

will not suffice. Due to the culturally-specific nature of each case, there is a reluctance to claim universal validity. 

In Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, the level of patriarchal control is different. Northern Ireland’s news media do 

not issue a decree on appropriate female behaviour; however, its gendered expression serves to silence the 

female ex-combatant. In Sri Lanka, the life of the ideal women is portrayed reward-like for leaving combative 

life behind and following their ‘true’ calling as wives and mothers.  

 As gender is constructed it follows that it is changeable and malleable. Instead of the traditional gender 

constructs being used to describe female ex-combatants, non-gendered words can be used. Moreover, readers 

can be mobilised to resist the social conditioning by research which exposes and challenges the patriarchal and 

sexist use of language.  

 The representation of female ex-combatants is not simply a gender question, but a question of deeply 

divided societies, where the construction of the female ex-combatant in discourse serves the interest of ethno-

national identities. This is discussed in the following section on the past which considers the significance of these 

factors in identity formation and maintenance. 

8.3.5 The Past 

The past is politicised in Northern Ireland (Brewer, 2013), and due to the past being remembered differently by 

individuals and Unionist and Nationalist ethno-political groups, it is a factor in identity formation, maintenance 

and defence. As the representations of the past in the divided news media are manifestations of concurrent 

political and ethno-national ideologies, it makes sense that the female ex-combatants would be interpreted 

differently in Nationalist and Unionist newspapers. The women are legacies of the Troubles; thus, their 

representations are tethered to the past. The themes of the past in the present, and the perpetrator-victim 

couplet, which arose from the data itself, provide evidence that the past is used to accommodate and explain 
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the present, as “frames of meaning from the past continue to structure interpretations of contemporary socio-

political developments” (Lawther, 2013: 163). 

 Adapting Hoskins’s reasoning that “the glut of media is also a glut of memory; the past is everywhere: 

media ghosts memory” (2011: 9) to the case of Northern Ireland, it is evident that Northern Ireland’s news media 

are overabundant with memory, and these memories are kept ‘alive’ by frequent stories about the past. Not 

only is memory’s presence pervasive, but it is also invasive as it is inescapable in the news media, as seen in the 

quantitative results which show the saturation of nodes which reference the past. Society is captivated by news 

stories which detail how an action has affected individuals or groups of people, so what has happened to people 

in the past is a high interest piece. 

 In stark contrast, Sri Lanka’s news media follows the idea of forgetting and not remembering the past. 

As the news media are disallowed by the Government of Sri Lanka, or disallowing of their own accord, to mention 

the past, there is no “glut” of news media stories, therefore no “glut” of memory. However, the news articles 

which have been analysed are those which deal with female ex-combatants only, thus, to facilitate more robust 

conclusions about the news media and memory, an inclusive study comparing male ex-cadres with female ones 

should be conducted. Nevertheless, in this context, the refusal of the news media to act as a memory bank 

(whether as an autonomous decision or coercion by the Government), is not only in relation to the victor’s 

peace, but also the forgetting of women casting aside feminine norms and taking up arms in political violence. 

The device of forgetting is a two-pronged approach to preventing conflict from re-emerging by stifling memory 

and women’s agency.  

 However, in Sri Lankan news there is not such a stark difference in the representation of female ex-

combatants. By stopping the articulation of the past, and advocating the future, this is creating a common and 

shared identity in Sri Lanka. A group’s ethno-national identity is created and sustained by history and stories of 

the past, and the news media play a role in this by communicating versions of history. However, if this is not 

allowed, then the alternate is to speak about the future which has the potential to be constructed as less divisive 

and more inclusive across Tamil and Sinhalese cultures. This is echoed in Hall, although he is speaking in relation 

to post-colonial Caribbean identities, the following excerpt applies here, 

“[c]ultural identity…is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as ‘being'. It belongs to the future as much as to 
the past…Cultural identities come from somewhere, have histories. But like everything which is 
historical, they undergo constant transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in some essentialised 
past, they are subject to the continuous ‘play’ of history, culture and power (1990: 225). 
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In Northern Ireland, the identities of Nationalism and Unionism are situated within competing narratives of the 

past. Dealing with the truth of the past is fraught with contention, as conflicting narratives cause predicaments 

when representing the Troubles in the news media. However, identities are never fixed and are unfixable, hence 

there is potential for these identities to become less rigid. This may occur if the respective news medias were to 

use less divisive language, as this maintains division by broadcasting conflicting realities of the Troubles. Reality 

is created through the language of representation where it is given meaning, nevertheless, meaning is not 

immutable and can be and is interpreted differently by readers.  

 The saturation of one version of events in each newspaper constructs history in a way that is analogous 

to each ethno-national group, and these convincing stories fit the context of existing beliefs (Laster and Frez, 

2015: 92), plus the newspapers champion one ideology over another (Foss, 2004). The more congruent a frame 

is with a reader’s political culture, the more likely it is to be accepted with “virtually no cognitive cost” as a 

habitual response (Entman, 2004: 14-15). If the News Letter were to include opinions which were favourable to 

former female combatants, would this induce readers to be more sympathetic to them, or simply stop buying 

the News Letter? It is observed that Northern Ireland’s news media use different language and terms of 

reference for female ex-combatants, in Nationalist news media the women are “ex-POWs”, whereas in the 

Unionist news media they are “IRA killers” and similar. Semiotic analysis of the monikers reveals value 

judgements embedded in the newspaper nicknames, which aligns with each newspaper’s ideology. The 

ideologies maintain hegemony which is reinforced through the rhetorical strategies (Foss, 2004: 242-243) of 

naming. These social representations sustain systems of difference (Howarth, 2004) through exclusionary 

discourses of ‘us versus them’. The news media communicate a particular narrative which sustains a particular 

social identity and group. Moreover, Kronberger and Wagner highlight that one’s identification with a particular 

group influences and restricts how one can engage with phenomena (2007: 177). Therefore, if, for example a 

Unionist newspaper were to print a story sympathising with a female ex-combatant, this would be incongruous 

with their Unionist readership. Hence, when Unionist newspapers represent the women unfavourably, this is 

strengthening the social identity of Unionism through news discourse. 

 Therefore, a newspaper such as the Belfast Telegraph, being a more ‘balanced’ newspaper, could 

perhaps include less sensationalist coverage of female ex-combatants and those readers may be more open to 

broadening and adjusting their views on female former combatants, which may lead to wider attitudinal change.  
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 The gamut of contradictory messages about female ex-combatants reinforces current opinions in each 

community in Northern Ireland but foments uncertainty overall. In contrast, in Sri Lanka the prevailing message 

from the news media, that female ex-combatants have been neutralised and that there is no risk of conflict 

reigniting, is meant to appease the public. The news media’s “role is to make the public aware of the plurality 

of perspectives and provide a fair critique but not at the expense of misinforming audiences” (Happer and Philo, 

2016: 146). In Northern Ireland, there is a plurality of perspectives which espouse different narratives, but these 

are restricted to newspapers’ respective analogous readerships. In Sri Lanka, a plurality of perspectives is 

suppressed, and the one-party line is promoted. Both cases fail to provide a multiplicity of viewpoints. 

 To return to Hall’s quote above, in the case of Sri Lanka, the news media are focused on “becoming” 

(1990: 225) rather than positioning the different identities of Tamil and Sinhalese in contested versions of the 

past. This social engineering of the news media is disallowing non-governmental accounts of the conflict to be 

broadcast, in its attempt to create an inclusive society. The results of the marginalisation of a diversity of 

narratives in the news media remain to be seen- will this result in a more peaceful and less divided society? Or 

will the suppression re-emerge in lurid form? In Northern Ireland there is a free media which has the potential 

for a diversity of opinions (although these align with ethno-national ideologies and groups) and this society has 

a cold peace (O’Leary, 1995); by prohibiting a range of opinions, would this result in a more peaceful society? 

Democracy demands a free press which can hold the government to account, inform the public and act as a 

stage for the articulation of a variety of ideas, in order to facilitate public discourse. Northern Ireland has this 

yet does not have a positive peace. One reason being that the contest over the past is a charged one.  

 Nonetheless,  

new answers, particularly by groups whose knowledge has been previously been discounted, may 
challenge dominant or privileged narratives. But to contest the past is also…to pose questions about 
the present, and what the past means in the present (Hodgkin and Radstone, 2003: 1). 

These new answers and hidden stories of which Hodgkin and Radstone speak, may come from female ex-

combatants themselves. Female combatants are doubly discriminated against in Northern Ireland as women 

and as former prisoners, and in Sri Lanka as women and as Tamils. By proving a platform for female ex-

combatants to speak, the information will be outside the dominant male discourse. The relationship between 

the past, present and future is blatant in the two news medias, in Northern Ireland the past is evoked to explain 

the present, and to set the tone for the future, whereas in Sri Lanka the past is suppressed in the present to 
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create a future removed from the past. In Northern Ireland, the past is palpably used to be of service to the 

present, in contrast, in Sri Lanka the past is shut down. 

 An intertextual reference outside of the news media context shows that the Transitional Justice 

Grassroots Toolkit is compiled of ways of dealing with the past. It records events and experiences from the 1960s 

to the contemporary period, and its main pillars are focused on reform, truth, reparations, reconciliation and 

prosecution and amnesty. The additional resources listed are focused on dealing with the past, for example, 

‘Facing History and Ourselves’ and ‘Healing Through Remembering’ (Rooney, 2017). The main way to create 

peace is to deal with the past, rather than look to the future. Peace is created through conflict transformation, 

which is discussed in the following theme. 

8.3.6 Conflict Transformation 

For effective conflict transformation, the label of ‘criminal’ must shift from actor to act (Kirkpatrick, 2017). 

Unfortunately, in Northern Ireland’s news media, the acts of political violence are the inspiration for the 

branding of female ex-combatants (“Beauty Queen Bomber”, “IRA Killer” and “Old Bailey Bomber”). Their 

identities are predicated upon past deeds, and this acts as a boundary preventing them from moving beyond 

these identifiers. 

 The news media cannot be analysed in isolation, thus critical discourse analysis is the ideal way to 

understand texts in conjunction with social context.  

 Garbutt (2017) speaks about the stigma which is attached to ex-prisoners which precludes them from 

attaining meaningful employment, which is crucial for rehabilitation and the reduced risk of re-offending. The 

news media attention given to the Special Adviser debacle in Northern Ireland caused ex-prisoners to lose their 

jobs due to their criminal history. In contrast, one of Sri Lanka’s press’s main themes is the benefits of 

rehabilitation for female ex-combatants personally, and for societies undergoing conflict transformation. 

  The node ‘former combatant and peace’ reveals that in the Northern Irish newspapers only 4.33 per 

cent of the articles mention the role of female former combatants and peace (Table 37 in Appendix), and in the 

Sri Lankan press this is 3.42 per cent (Table 59 in Appendix). This is in keeping with the patriarchal dominance of 

politics of Northern Ireland where the ‘men of peace’ are the stars of the show, 

[t]he public face of Sinn Féin gathered with the party president included Martin McGuinness, Mary Lou 
McDonald, Pearse Doherty, Martina Anderson, Carál Ní Chuilín and Jennifer McCann. And also in the 
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room were men who were part of the IRA ‘war’ and had been critical to the making of the IRA ‘peace’ 
(Rowan and Porter, 2014: 4-5). 

Interestingly, female ex-combatants are not characterised as having an affinity with peace, unlike non-

combatant women. This may be because as these women have transgressed conventional gender boundaries, 

they do not embody the traditional image of the peaceful woman. The linkage of women and peace is reductive 

and limiting. Not all women are ‘natural’ peace-builders or nurturing mothers who instinctually contribute 

towards peace through an innate calling. Goswami states that this concept is particularly problematic for female 

ex-combatants trying to reintegrate back in communities in Nepal, as they are cast as disrupters of peace, and 

pitted against peace-loving women, thus polarising women into two groups- bad ex-combatants and good non-

combatants (2015: 13). This dialectic normalises the binary essentialism of good and bad women, which solidifies 

female ex-combatants in a negative light and inhibits reintegration. Moreover, the naturalisation of good 

women who build peace, further restricts women as the labelling of women as advocates to prevent radicalism 

and extremism puts too much pressure on women (Ní Aoláin, 2016).  

 The transformative potential of conflict has not led to social transformation or gender equality in Sri 

Lanka.  Female former combatants have not had the opportunity to undertake traditionally male roles, because 

patriarchal power hierarchies have been entrenched (as in Goswami’s (2015) report on Nepal’s female Maoist 

ex-combatants) through the gendered rehabilitation process. This is evident in the Sri Lankan news media, 

where female ex-combatants who have undergone DDR, have been retrained in stereotypical roles which causes 

them to be socially and economically disempowered and demobilised, and compounds their inability to move 

out of cultural roles. The news discourse is repairing female ex-combatants’ deviation from gender-appropriate 

norms by presenting a “prevailing discourse of heteronormativity” (Lazar, 2007: 148). Similarly in Northern 

Ireland, although Republican women’s political mobilisation during the Troubles did transfer into post-conflict 

Northern Ireland (where former Republican female combatants are MLAs), the formalised political structure of 

government acts as a hindrance to women’s advancement and agency within formal politics, due to structural 

and cultural barriers (Gilmartin, 2015). Women’s place at the peace table can be construed as mere tokenism 

(Duncanson, 2016) if they have to follow strict party policies which disenable their own voice. DDR and conflict 

transformation must avoid the pre-conflict environment of gender inequality in order to preclude the re-

inauguration of these conditions post-conflict.  
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 In order for conflict transformation to result in sustainable and long-lasting peace, female ex-

combatants must be included as integral members of peace-building missions. This allows them to feel 

ownership and responsibility in peace-building (Goswami, 2015: 14). 

 The news media’s role in conflict transformation is to raise awareness of UNSCR 1325 and pressurise 

governments into upholding their commitments to include women in peace-building. The news media can 

enable and engage women by igniting conversations about regressive social attitudes (Ní Aoláin, 2016). The 

news media’s function is not at the negotiating table, but it is to inform the public. By making the populace 

aware of female ex-combatants’ roles in peace-building, this will foster engagement, which may then increase 

limited coverage to the mainstream, thus reaching more news consumers. 

 The news media’s role in peace-building is further examined in the following section entitled Peace 

Journalism. 

8.3.7 Peace Journalism 

Peace journalism offers an alternative to traditional reporting by creating an atmosphere conducive to peace 

within the news media culture. It has been criticised by those who claim that what is being discussed is merely 

good journalism, rather than a separate doctrine (Loyn, 2007a; 2007b). Its main principles are shining the 

spotlight on peace processes rather than focusing exclusively on conflict, not presenting conflict as a zero-sum 

game and using non-inflammatory language (Lynch and McGoldrick, 2005). Moreover, it challenges news values 

and privileged elite access (Cottle, 2006: 100).  

  Peace journalism has been found to be lacking in the Northern Irish press due to the high concentration 

of articles recalling the Troubles, coupling female ex-combatants with their past deeds whilst members of the 

IRA, and reliance on the wrongs done to victims to denigrate female former combatants. The word frequency 

query with stemmed words (Table 43 in Appendix) of all the Northern Irish newspapers (in this study) ranks the 

word ‘IRA’ first with 5665 mentions, and 2 per cent of the weighted percentage of all the words. The second 

most frequent word is ‘murder’ with 4145 mentions (1.46 per cent). ‘Victim’ ranks sixth with 2504 mentions 

(0.88 per cent). In relation to victim, ‘Travers’ the surname of victims also ranks eighth with 2396 mentions at 

0.85 per cent. ‘Peacefully’ and its stems ranks twelfth with 1632 mentions (0.58 per cent). According to the 

principles of news values, peace is less likely to attract news media attention than violence as the news media 
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have an insatiable appetite for violence, and it is over-reported (Nacos, 2002: 39). The data indicates this reliance 

on violence as material over and above peace. Wolfsfeld opines that due to the news media’s reliance on news 

values, such as immediacy, drama, simplicity and ethnocentrism, the news media representations of peace 

processes are destructive to peace (2004: 15-16). These principles are apparent where the appointment of ex-

combatants as Special Advisers was dramatised. In addition, the event was reduced to a battle between 

‘innocent victims’ and ‘money-grabbing criminals’, and this sensationalism leads to the news media playing a 

more destructive role in peace-building (Wolfsfeld, 2004: 44). Ethnocentrism exists in Northern Ireland’s news 

media due to it being split between ethno-national groups, helping to maintain the divide in communities. And 

in the newspapers, instead of balance, politicians are pitted against each other, or else victims are pitted against 

politicians (for example victims and female former combatants who are now MLAs). This polarisation creates 

conflict which is a draw for audiences.  

 However, there is potential for this polarisation to be dissolved, Wolfsfeld states, 

[t]he nature of the political environment is important because journalists reflect and reinforce the 
existing climate of opinion. The nature of the media environment is significant because it helps define 
the norms and routines for producing news about peace (2004: 44). 

The news media play a role in sustaining the ideological rift in Northern Ireland through dichotomous 

representation. Yet, if the news media were to stop reflecting and reinforcing the prevailing divisive political 

climate and instead adhere to peace journalism’s principles, would this enervate the gulf between Nationalism 

and Unionism? The power of the news media to change the conversation remains to be seen, as the competing 

narratives are one of the draws for news consumers, and therefore are linked to profit. 

 The spotlighting of violence and downplaying of peace is evident in the numerical data which shows 

that the Northern Irish press focus more on terrorism than peace. Furthermore, the qualitative coding has given 

rise to the themes of the past in the present, and the couplet of perpetrator and victim, which both veer towards 

war journalism rather than peace journalism. 

 The word frequency query of stemmed words (Table 67 in Appendix) in the Sri Lankan press show that 

the first word is ‘sri’ and the third is ‘lankas’, whilst the second word is ‘LTTE’ with 5117 mentions which is 4.43 

per cent of the words in all the articles. Like Northern Ireland, the terrorist organisation ranks highly. 

‘Rehabilitation’ is fifth with 1661 mentions (1.44 per cent). ‘Wars’ is sixth with 1467 mentions (1.27 per cent) as 

the civil war’s ceasefire was May 2009, it is understandable that it still features prominently in post conflict 
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discourse. ‘Peacefully’ ranks fourteenth with 552 mentions (0.48 per cent) which is lower than the Northern Irish 

news media.  

 Victimhood is not as significant a theme in the Sri Lankan news media as in Northern Ireland. The 

articles in the latter are heavily personalised human interest stories that are used to press a point of who has 

the moral high ground. This is observed in the heavy use of names to make the public act of conflict much more 

personal, where private human tragedy is made public. 

 Although the quantitative data from the Sri Lankan press shows that the words ‘LTTE’ and ‘war’ rank 

above ‘rehabilitation’ and ‘peace’, the mentioning of the civil war is not recalled in the same fashion as the 

Northern Irish press. In the Sri Lankan articles, the conflict is not used as a weight to anchor the female former 

cadres to the past, like the Northern Irish ones, rather it is used to show how far the women have come through 

rehabilitation. Moreover, this is supported by the qualitative coding which indicates that the highest proportion 

of articles (41.25 per cent, Table 55 in Appendix) in the Sri Lankan press is favourable towards female ex-

combatants, unlike in Northern Ireland where only 11.55 per cent have a positive tone (Table 34 in Appendix). 

 Sri Lanka’s representation of female ex-combatants appears to follow the principles of peace journalism 

in that the peace-building initiative of rehabilitation features prominently and non-inflammatory language is 

used to describe the female ex-combatants. This may be a conscious step towards peace journalism, by fostering 

the belief that former LTTE members have been transformed into non-threatening citizens through 

rehabilitation, or it may be a method of re-feminising the women and making them more palatable to the 

populace. The theme of rehabilitation feeds into the theme of the future which is present in the news articles. 

The node ‘future for former combatants’ is coded in 50.19 per cent of Sri Lankan articles (Table 57 in Appendix), 

whereas this node is only coded at 4.86 per cent of Northern Irish articles (Table 36 in Appendix). This theme 

evokes solutions journalism, where instead of focusing on the adversities of post-conflict reintegration, the news 

media are showing how the Government of Sri Lanka is acting to provide livelihoods for female former 

combatants, thus easing their reintegration into communities, and nurturing a peaceful future. 

 Although the news media can be a “conduit for interaction and dialogue” (Spencer, 2004: 11), peace 

journalism advocates state that peace journalism is not about journalists sitting down at the negotiating table 

but reporting on post-conflict situations responsibly (Youngblood, 2017).  

 In Sri Lanka’s case, elite consensus is assured due to the victor’s peace. A cynical interpretation of Sri 

Lanka’s display of peace journalism may conclude that peace journalism has been hijacked by the state-owned 
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news outlets in Sri Lanka. The state-owned newspapers in Sri Lanka push the Government’s view of peace 

journalism, which is the victor’s perspective. There is no analysis of the triggers or causes for civil war. This 

absence omits the motivation for the LTTE’s existence and campaign which removes context. The Tamil Tigers’ 

perspectives are marginalised, and the Government of Sri Lanka’s are promoted. The sceptical view that the 

state is not interested in mobilising peace, but rather, a victor’s peace, could be supported by the press’s focus 

on the future. Instead of the future-orientated stance being about meaningful livelihoods and sustainable peace, 

it could be more about glossing over human rights abuses by the Rajapaksa regime. As the Government of Sri 

Lanka owns the newspapers, it controls peace journalism. 

 The Sri Lankan press ticks the boxes of peace journalism, but critical discourse analysis demystifies how 

dominant actors dominate society by controlling discourse through the advancement of a dominant narrative 

(Fairclough, 1993), which operates to preserve current attitudes. The dominant elite voice drowns out a plurality 

of narratives, and this power is evident in the ideology which is imbued in the representation. The saturation 

and repetition of representation reinforces the relationship between power and ideology, which, dictates the 

discourse, dialogue and conversation. Of course, texts are polysemic and oppositional reading exists, but there 

are no letters from news readers or instances where journalists challenge the narrative explicitly. The Sri Lankan 

journalists do not ask questions of the Government of Sri Lanka, whereas the journalists in Northern Ireland 

never stop. This is because, disturbingly, the murder, abduction, intimidation and assault of media professionals 

affects how the Government of Sri Lanka is portrayed in the newspapers. Journalists who criticise the 

government are harassed and discredited, which is contributing to a climate of panic, anxiety and self-censorship 

(Amnesty International, 2009; 2010; 2013; 2016). 

 This research examined the data  from 2009 to 2015, thus this information may be of interest to 

Amnesty International, whose reports from 2009, 2010, 2013 and 2016 claim that Sri Lanka’s ability to report 

critically and provide information for its citizens is threatened by the Government of Sri Lanka, “government-

imposed restrictions on reporting threaten freedom of expression in Sri Lanka and jeopardize the safety and 

dignity of civilians displaced by war” (Amnesty International, 2009). The evidence from this thesis proves that 

the (English-language) articles which focus on the female ex-combatant cross-section of society, are not critically 

written with a balanced outlook for news consumers. 

 In Northern Ireland, peace-building does not meet the checklist of news values, and the Troubles are 

much more newsworthy. However, news values also dictate that people in powerful positions gain more media 
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attention, thus peace could come to dominate the news over conflict via who is speaking about it, rather the 

subject itself. If MLAs and government officials engineer their press releases to mention peace more than 

terrorism, the Troubles and conflict, they are in positions of influence to induce public discourse to take on a 

new slant, which is peace and future-focused, rather than back-facing. 

 The news media can act as indicators of conflict and peace, and due to the high level of conflict content 

in Northern Ireland’s news media, it indicates a society still in the midst of conflict, yet this is a post-conflict 

society with low levels of dissident violence. In Sri Lanka, a country with a younger peace process than Northern 

Ireland, its news media content is more peace and future-focused when referencing female ex-combatants. This 

research suggests a rethink on what and how news is communicated in Northern Ireland. 

 People are attracted to crisis and trauma, and like the draw of the murals around Belfast and Derry 

aptly named the “aphrodisiac of cordite” (Radford, 2017), conflict and ‘dealing with the past’ are the dominate 

narratives in Northern Ireland’s news media, which leads to the Troubles dominating dialogue. It appears as 

though the news media are keeping the Troubles alive by relying on this framework to colour most stories. 

However, this may not be representative of Northern Ireland, as its conflict was largely confined to certain 

trigger-point areas, it was not a wholesale “Troubled Land” (Graham et al., 1987). 

 Peace journalism does not ask for journalists to engage in peace-building by sitting down at negotiation 

talks, but it does recognise the influence that the news has on society. Thus, it asks for attention to be given to 

peace rather than flooding the newsstands with woeful conflict-ridden imagery, and that balanced unbiased 

facts be presented to readers rather than a zero-sum game which incites one-upmanship. In this way, the news 

media can contribute to positive social change, however, this may overstep the role of journalists. 

 This thesis is an archive of the news coverage of female ex-combatants from Northern Ireland and Sri 

Lanka in the post-conflict stage. It has recorded instances of politically charged articles (positive and negative 

coded articles) and neutrally toned texts (neutral coded articles) which act as indicators of bad and good practice 

in journalism when reporting on and in post-conflict societies. Moreover, the news articles are records of how 

Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka have responded to the past in their own ways, and this has been augmented by 

the case study approach. To forgo context is to sacrifice impact thus the case study methodology has provided 

nuances and understanding of each newspaper and its relationship within its community. Although 

particularities have arisen from Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, the respective contexts have broadened the 
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narrative, and this has led to conclusions which may benefit other societies emerging from violent ethnic 

conflict.  

 Peace and the news media are discordant allies because of the apparent lack of newsworthiness. 

However, conflict and the news media appear to be better suited as bedfellows, and this is discussed below. 

 The news media are part of the machinery and architecture of terrorism and they 

“unwittingly…facilitate the media-centred terrorist scheme” (Nacos, 2002: 40). This scheme is to communicate 

the terrorists’ aims, and by committing acts of shocking cruelty, the terrorists are guaranteed news media 

attention (Nacos, 2002: 10). From the word frequency queries conducted in NVivo, the word ‘IRA’ (and its stems) 

ranks more highly than ‘peace’ (tables 43 and 44 in Appendix). The IRA were a terrorist organisation, thus due 

to the numerous mentions of ‘IRA’, the news media are continuing to give terrorism more airtime in post-conflict 

Northern Ireland, than peace-building and conflict transformation.  

 Another aspect of the news media’s prolific coverage of terrorism, may be to warn society of the threat 

of terrorist action. However, in the case of the IRA attack on the Travers family, this event has passed decades 

ago, and yet the scene is replayed over and over in the newspapers. The intention here is not to warn readers 

of an imminent terrorist attack, but to remind them of past attacks. The purpose of terrorism is to spread fear, 

and thus, by regularly reminding readers of past acts, the news media are complicit in fomenting anxiety and 

the re-traumatisation of audiences. By using Ann Travers’s life as a symbol of the fight against terrorism, this 

personalises the appointment of Special Advisers, which means that the stories have a greater chance of news 

media coverage. The danger of personalisation is that it can polarise. 

 The news media must be responsible in covering new evidence and information about legacy issues 

pertaining to the Troubles. Although the landscape of contemporary Northern Ireland is nowhere near like what 

it was during the conflict, rather than aiding terrorism, the news media still have a part in inhibiting peace.  

 To conclude on peace journalism and the news media’s relationship with terrorism, Northern Ireland’s 

news media’s obsession with the past could be cynically perceived as journalists colluding in the reproduction 

of the Troubles. Or, the obsession could result from journalists asking questions about the conflict which have 

gone unanswered, in order to establish the truth. The Good Friday Agreement failed to develop systems of truth 

and reconciliation, thus it appears as though the news media are some of the last bastions of truth-finding or 

truth-creating. Due to Northern Ireland’s preoccupation with the Troubles and attributing blame, this study 

found few examples of peace journalism in operation. The Sri Lankan newspapers proved more fruitful with 
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peace journalism’s principles, but it is theorised that this stance was not born from altruism but the Government 

of Sri Lanka’s control of the media. 

8.4 CONCLUSION 

In summary, this thesis has contributed to several disparate bodies of literature and has been able to link them 

through a careful and detailed empirical study of the representation of ex-combatant women in print media in 

Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka. In addition to the new information the thesis has supplied about the print media 

in each case country, the thesis has shown how different cultural values regarding gender, contrasting political 

attitudes towards victims and ex-combatants, different orientations towards the past and the future, and 

different policy approaches to rehabilitation help to structure the differences between the news media in the 

two countries. The thesis has offered a new and original case study to demonstrate time-honoured truths about 

the social construction of news and the critical role power plays in shaping the reporting of news. 

 In Northern Ireland’s news media, whether of a Nationalist or Unionist ideology, the past conflict is 

regularly mentioned to contextualise the present. The language used feeds into an established discourse, which, 

through social practice, becomes a system of knowledge. This results in a discourse of conflict, which is the chief 

framework of understanding and interpreting political events. This is precluding society from moving beyond 

the paradigm of the Troubles. The purpose of the news is to conventionalise their ideology into social practice 

and social values. This is evident in Northern Ireland, where the news media are split along ethno-national fault 

lines, parallel to the opposing Nationalist and Unionist ideologies. The presence of a competing news media 

contributes to the maintenance of division in society because discourse is a social practice and it is constituted 

by social structures and vice-versa (Fairclough, 1993).  

 A diversity of opinions reinforces a democratic government (Nacos, 2002: 156), however in Northern 

Ireland, the distinct split on views between Unionist and Nationalist newspapers disallows space for multiple 

viewpoints (within each newspaper). As the newspapers are devised on the principle of conflict and opposition, 

including the view of the ‘opponent’ would undercut their ideology and audience expectations, which could 

mean a decrease in sales. Audiences choose a newspaper which is parallel to their own beliefs but imposing the 

view of the opposition may cause friction with the reader.  
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 Northern Ireland is not about ignoring the other side of the story, in fact there is no acknowledgement 

that there is another side, as that narrative is delegitimised as untrue. The division is played out through 

communicative practices where each community struggle for representational dominance. Northern Ireland’s 

news media are not about a different narrative, but rather an obsolete one. Northern Ireland’s news media 

cannot establish the truth of the Troubles, hence such a reliance on victimhood, as victimhood is a legitimising 

factor in whose side is true- a different truth for a different audience. Victimhood cannot be argued with; thus, 

it stands the test of time. The news media message appears to be, that without the truth of the Troubles being 

established, peace is unattainable. 

 To summarise the research question on how female ex-combatants are depicted, they are recurrently 

represented in reference to their past actions through monikers like “Old Bailey Bomber”. This language 

naturalises constructions so that they appear ‘as a given’, and transparent. This research illuminates the 

ideological bias of the newspapers which manifests in the different characterisations of the female former 

combatants, such as “ex-POW” in Nationalist newspapers and “IRA killer” in Unionist ones. Meaning is given to 

the female ex-combatants in the discourse of representation in the news media, and the naming devices that 

are based on deeds dehumanise the female ex-combatants. The politics of representation is a struggle over 

meaning which is unfinished (Hall, 1997b: 277), that would explain the stark contrast between the Nationalist 

and Unionist newspapers.  

 In contrast, Sri Lanka’s news media are focused on the future rather than on the past deeds of female 

former cadres. The articles report on their hopes and dreams for life after the war, and it frequently covers 

rehabilitation training. This does not feature in the Northern Irish newspapers as there is a backlash against 

former combatants receiving large salaries for high-ranking posts. In Sri Lanka, the newspapers are articulating 

a new discourse which is future-orientated, and they suppress mentions of the past in fear of tainting the future. 

This is in direct opposition to Northern Ireland, where it is expressed that a peaceful future is unreachable 

without ‘dealing’ with the past. 

 Furthermore, in Northern Ireland, female former combatants are frequently paired with victims in a 

‘perpetrator-victim couplet’ which is an inescapable story device. This characterisation impedes a different 

future or new image for them, and casts in stone their identity which is predicated on past deeds. Their identity 

in the news media is centred on what they have done in the past, rather than what they do today or who they 

are.  
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 In both the cases of Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, conflict is mentioned more than peace. In Northern 

Ireland, peace is under-covered in comparison to the Troubles and this means that the press is failing in its 

mission to inform the public. When the news media reference a past conflict, this enables and maintains the 

presence of conflict in contemporary society. It maintains divisions but also keeps a language of conflict more 

accessible than peace.  

 However, in Sri Lanka, the future of female ex-combatants and rehabilitation (which is an element of 

peace-building and conflict transformation) is covered extensively. Unfortunately,  Sri Lanka has a predicament 

in news discourse as it fails to provide credible information (Hoskins and O'Loughlin, 2009: 13) due to the 

Government of Sri Lanka’s control of the news media and its intimidation of journalists. Thus, the element of 

truth-centred discourse is missing from Sri Lanka’s press. 

 Peace journalism requires non-inflammatory language to produce an atmosphere conducive to peace, 

thus by removing these evaluative characterisations which ferment discord and preserve division, female ex-

combatants may be able to be seen in a light which does not hearken back to their time in the IRA or 

imprisonment. This may facilitate the focus in the news to be on their deeds in contemporary Northern Ireland, 

without past actions being recalled and anchored in the present. Moreover, the element of peace journalism 

which requires truth is present in Northern Ireland, but the contention of ‘whose truth’ stymies peace.  

 It does not appear that peace journalism is being applied or is applicable to Northern Ireland or Sri 

Lanka. Societies where conflict has arisen from friction between competing ethno-national groups creates a 

divisive truth. In Northern Ireland, there are different versions of truth based on oppositional ideologies which 

result in, and are maintained by, bias in the newspapers. The sentiment of truth is there, but the presentation 

of it is acrimonious. The Unionist newspapers want to know the truth of the IRA, and the Nationalist newspapers 

want to know the truth of the British Government. Whereas in Sri Lanka, although there are different versions 

of truth about the LTTE and the Sinhalese Government forces, this is not represented in the news media, due to 

the Government’s control and the harassment of journalists. Perhaps peace journalism would work better in 

Sierra Leone, where the conflict was not based on oppositional ethnicity. 

 Moreover, the female ex-combatants are not depicted as crucial agents in peace-building, in Northern 

Ireland, the women are secondary to the ‘men of peace’; and in Sri Lanka, their roles in peace-building amount 

to getting married and having children. Relatedly, gendered constructions do exist in both the Northern Irish 

and Sri Lankan newspapers; however, this is more overt in the latter. Both cases have low instances of direct 
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speech from the female former combatants. This lack of representation sends the message that these women 

either have nothing to say about peace and conflict transformation, or what they do have to say is not worth 

reporting. This research confirms that female ex-combatants’ roles in peace-building are largely absent from the 

mainstream news media, “not because women get written out of history, but because they never get written 

in”- Bernadette McAliskey (O'Neill, 2017). This research has spotlighted the absence of direct speech and its 

proposals to combat this are discussed in the following section on recommendations.  

8.4.1 Recommendations 

This research cannot comment on best practice initiatives to aid the news media’s role in peace-building, as a 

journalist’s function is not to help or hinder any government process, his/her responsibility is to provide 

information for the populace and hold the government to account. However, this thesis can offer 

recommendations which have arisen from the data and its analysis. These recommendations consider the past 

and the future, gender and peace-building in that order. 

 In Northern Ireland, the news media describe peace as unattainable until the past is dealt with, and this 

receives voracious coverage. This nebulous concept is fixing the female ex-combatants, and society in the past, 

and it does not appear to be conducive to peace, as it disenables peace to be seen out of the context of the past. 

The principles of constructive and solutions journalism, which offer solutions rather than cynical criticism could 

help to break the stalemate of conflict-infused discourse and offer a new narrative for Northern Ireland. For 

example, in the Daily Financial Times (Sri Lanka), a journalist writes, 

[w]hat a Tamil community needs (and I have been to Jaffna) are politicians who move away from 
rhetoric to adopt a practical, problem-solving mindset. We as a community have had enough of all this 
name-calling- genocide, traitor, nation; all that is just unnecessary hyperbole at this time in our history 
(Coomaraswamy, 2015). 

 However, this is problematised as there are two narratives in Northern Ireland. Perhaps an official independent 

truth and reconciliation process could produce a holistic construction of the past, however the division in 

Northern Ireland is so deep rooted, that this would be queried as well. 

 The effect that the past-focused discourse and discord have on peace is that it is framed by the 

Troubles; perhaps it is time to try a new framework, which looks to the future. This future-focused discourse 

would have to be unified across the news media, which would mean that the past may have to be omitted, due 

to its dichotomous interpretations. 
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 In Sri Lanka, the opposite problem exists, where the past is suppressed, and the future is advertised. 

Although an eye on the future could be beneficial to fostering peace, the stifling of voices is indicative of 

misleading and insidious conduct. A sustainable peace cannot be built on the foundations of repression and 

subjugation, thus not only do victims’ and former combatants’ voices need to be heard in the news media, 

journalists must be able to criticise the Government of Sri Lanka with impunity in order to fulfil their roles as 

watchdog and informer. 

 This thesis advises that editors of newspapers amend the low amount of female ex-combatants’ voices 

(in both Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka) by including more women’s voices (not only female ex-combatants’) in 

their articles. Combined with this, the gendered constructions must be removed as they are in breach of gender 

equality recommendations. Moreover, gendered representations contribute to the endorsement of gender 

inequality, by being both origins and maintenance of sexist social attitudes (Rollero, 2013). And akin to the new 

discourse suggested above, this should include more women’s voices as agents of change rather than auxiliary 

figures. 

 The best practice suggestion for reporting on peace-building, is first of all, to include it. The word 

frequency queries show numerical evidence that peace is secondary to conflict in the news media in post-conflict 

Northern and Sri Lanka. Furthermore, how peace-building is reported needs to change. Reporting should be 

contextual and thematic rather than episodic. As the news is event-driven, underlying issues are treated 

episodically rather than laterally. For example, when McGuinness shook hands with the Queen, for Eamon 

Cairns, this action conjured up the past event of the murder of his two sons, Gerard and Rory, “[i]t makes it very 

difficult for me to see how Martin McGuinness can go behind doors and shake the hand dripping with the blood 

of my children” (Unattributed, 2012s: 5). There are temporal trigger points in Northern Ireland, where 

contemporary events recall past actions. 

 The newspapers are founded on differing ideologies, thus they become an extension of politics. And 

the politicisation of victims is utilised as a baton to cudgel the ‘other side’, thus, rather than a lessening of 

victims’ voices, perhaps a more balanced approach would dilute the dichotomy of ‘evil terrorist’ and ‘innocent 

sufferer’, which is not conducive to peace. This is not to deny victims’ voices, but rather to allow the victims to 

speak for themselves so that they can represent themselves and portray their own narrative which is not being 

used by politicians for political point scoring. 

 With the recommendations outlined, now the challenges to the research are delineated. 



 351 

8.4.2 Limitations 

The research’s shortcomings centred around time and space. The first year of the PhD was dedicated to assessing 

and synthesising the literature on previous research, in order to understand what had been researched and 

where gaps in the knowledge existed. Then, which media, time periods and subjects of interest had to be chosen 

for investigation. Plus, the best methods to collect and analyse the data had to be explored. Following this, the 

second year was devoted to data collection, and the third year was the writing up stage. This thesis has a word 

limit, thus all the literature, data findings and analysis could not be included.  

 Although this thesis is a piece of research, it is also a qualification, and the researcher had to adhere to 

Queen’s University Belfast’s policies for PhD students, such as 30 days training. This meant that one month was 

lost from research, however skills in project management, writing for popular audiences and qualitative and 

quantitative analyses were gained, which augmented the PhD overall. 

 The limitations in the research itself centred around not having space to include all the findings from 

the data, for example the profile in the newspapers of each individual female ex-combatant (for instance, the 

nodes which were coded, and the word frequencies of the most common words, in the articles about her). 

Furthermore, there was neither the time nor the space to compare female ex-combatants’ treatment with their 

male counterparts in the news media. In addition, only one type of news media was studied. Moreover, a 

comparison with news media characterisations during conflict and post-conflict would show how a female 

combatant who was active in political violence, differs (or does not differ) in representation in the post-conflict 

situation. Furthermore, interviews and/or focus groups with journalists, female ex-combatants and news 

consumers would produce a wealth of information in the social effects of the news media and go towards 

proving the influence of the news on audiences. However, due to the precarious nature of journalism in Sri 

Lanka, this research could not be undertaken lightly, due to the high risk to journalists. 

 This is research which needs to be done in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka urgently, as in Northern 

Ireland, ex-combatants are getting older (McGuinness and Dolours Price are dead, and her sister is gravely ill), 

thus there is a limited amount of time where they will still be available and willing for interview. This PhD has 

begun the research on female ex-combatants in the news media by analysing news content, but the other 

aspects of the research, such as the production of news (interviews with journalists) and the reception of news 

(interviews with female ex-combatants and news consumers) would provide a holistic interpretation of the news 
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media’s treatment of female former combatants in post-conflict societies, leading to more robust conclusions, 

generalisations and theories which would inform the news media on how and how not to represent female ex-

combatants. This further research is explained more fully in the section below. 

8.4.3 Future Research 

This research is in its incipient stages as it investigates the representation of female ex-combatants in the press. 

It does not investigate how readers may construct meaning in and from the newspaper articles, or the readers’ 

purposes in reading the newspapers. In order to understand the social impact of such representation, the 

complementary accompaniment would be to conduct focus groups with news consumers without any news 

material and an assessment of their impressions of female ex-combatants recorded. Following this, focus groups 

with news consumers examining newspaper articles about female ex-combatants with an assessment of how 

their opinions have or have not changed following exposure to the press would be documented in order to gauge 

how the news media affect news consumers’ beliefs about female ex-combatants, and how they comprehend 

and respond to the news discourse. In addition, Happer and Philo’s research on the media’s effects on people’s 

attitudes towards climate change, write that through focus groups, they were able to identify the “specific 

informational triggers” which caused changes in understanding and behaviour of the public (2016: 138). This 

research would analyse how interpretations of female former combatants are shaped by news representations 

through investigating audience responses, understandings and misunderstandings. As Shirlow and McEvoy 

(2008), Brewer et al. (2013) and Brewer and Hayes (2015b) have concluded, ex-combatants are key to a 

sustainable peace process yet unfavourable representation in the press creates a negative image of them and 

their contribution to peace-building. This study confirms that the negative portrayal of female ex-combatants 

exists (but it does not provide evidence for male former combatants). By including participants in the evidence 

gathering process, the data would clarify how influential news reports on female ex-combatants are upon news 

consumers. Additionally, presenting participants with the opportunity to create their own articles about female 

former combatants would illuminate how powerful and persuasive news coverage is in influencing how news 

consumers construct and perceive their reality.  

 The involvement of participants would be particularly telling in dichotomous societies such as Northern 

Ireland and Sri Lanka, as different ethno-national groups are associated with newspapers which share their 
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views, thus being presented with newspapers which they would not ordinarily read could open their minds to 

understanding female ex-combatants from a different perspective. Where newspaper and community ideology 

are homogeneous, the preferred reading will likely harmonise. However, when readers are presented with a 

newspaper article with a differing ideology from their own ethno-national identity, such as readers of the News 

Letter being given an article from The Irish News, their readings will probably be oppositional to the preferred 

reading. Thus, the encoded message from the encoder may be opposed by the decoder who does not share the 

same community background. This post-structuralist stance argues that the intended meaning of the journalist 

does not determine how the article will be read by the consumer when the latter has differing frames of 

reference. The understandings of the news articles by consumers from heterogeneous backgrounds would most 

likely produce interpretations which are dissonant, but in order to conclude this robustly, the research must be 

conducted. 

 The focus group stage of evidence-gathering could be facilitated in single identity groups in order to 

entice participants, and then extended to mixed groups if participants consented. Saleem et al. (2015) aver that 

limited contact with certain groups causes news consumers to rely on the news as their primary basis of opinion-

forming information, thus, engaging with a community with which they would not normally have contact may 

open up space for debate and facilitate the imagining and understanding of other communities within the same 

society. The news may act as a stimulus for discussion by providing coverage from different sources, which may 

contribute to balanced standpoints on controversial themes. 

 By analysing the newspaper content alone, this does not reveal how newspapers are read by readers. 

Syntagmatic (Bignell 2002: 63) reading, when a reader casually peruses a newspaper will be different to close 

and focused reading of the text. Individuals may engage with other media such as television broadcasts, radio 

bulletins, online news and magazines, thus the intertextuality of news affects how news from one particular 

newspaper is read. Plus, more than one newspaper from a different news organisation may be read giving rise 

to even more intertextuality. News is discussed amongst people where others’ opinions and meaning-making 

processes may affect how one deciphers the news article. The social situation of news article reading affects 

how one decodes the news article, and what one takes from it (Bignell, 2002: 100). Critical discourse and 

semiotic analyses of the newspaper articles are one side of the research, but the practice of reading and the 

effects of the news can only be dealt with ethnographically. 



 354 

 Hall’s (2003) encoder and decoder model requires cultural hegemony, and in the cases of Northern 

Ireland and Sri Lanka the language of English is shared and understood. However, Hall’s preferred reading is not 

a precise exchange of meaning from the encoder (journalist) and decoder (reader), because the reader is a 

producer of meaning as well as a receiver of meaning. The post-structuralist stance argues that language does 

not reflect reality, but it shapes it so that we believe that how we interpret phenomena is what we are being 

presented with. 

  In addition to focus groups with participants, interviews with female ex-combatants about their 

thoughts of the news media coverage they receive would spotlight how accurate or true to life the reports are. 

Journalists may challenge the first-person narrative, but it is crucial to collect this first-person narrative from the 

female former combatants themselves in order to evaluate the similarities or dissonances between narrative 

and journalism. 

 Moreover, focus groups with journalists which show their articles along with the analysis from this 

research would show them how their texts are received by news consumers. The analysis may or not be 

contested by the journalists, but news media analysis is intended to challenge journalism and any gender 

constructions, sectarianism or misleading information within news content. Newspapers can be manipulated 

into platforms for people to create subjective pieces which may serve the purposes of propaganda, thus 

academic research must confront these occurrences and call to attention malpractice. This research’s purpose 

is not to censor journalism, but to enhance how events are communicated to the public. 

 The effect that the news media have on opinions and behaviours of people, that is, the “causal link 

between mass media and mass behaviour” (Davis, 2006: 601) is a longstanding controversial debate. The 

indiscriminate correlation between the news media and beliefs has been rendered inadequate and obsolescent 

in explaining how news consumers interpret news content, and how conducive or adverse this content is in 

modifying their beliefs or actions. 

 Moreover, it is important to understand how news consumers use the news media. In societies where 

the news media are split along ethno-national lines, it means that newspapers are read which serve to reinforce 

the news consumers’ pre-existing beliefs, 

audiences actively consume and use the media for self-serving purposes. They are, in effect, 
independent individuals, capable of deciding how to use media to fulfil their own personal interests 
and pleasures (Davis, 2006: 601). 
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The opportunity for dissenting voices or alternative narratives to enter this narrow news media landscape is 

minimal, which is evident in the data which shows a negative characterisation of female ex-combatants in the 

Unionist News Letter, but a positive characterisation in the Nationalist Derry Journal. 

The media…play a central role in communicating to the public what happens in the world. In those 
cases in which audiences do not possess direct knowledge or experience of what is happening, they 
become particularly reliant upon the media to inform them…they are key to the setting of agendas and 
focusing public interest on particular subjects, which operates to limit the range of arguments and 
perspectives that inform public debate (Happer and Philo, 2013: 321). 

As the news media have a strong focus on the Troubles and the reparations of dealing with the past, this is the 

agenda which draws public attention and informs public conversation, discussion and debate. The range of 

perspectives is restricted to the past and retribution, rather than a future-focused peace-oriented outlook. 

However, Happer and Philo argue that the scope of alternatives are vital to whether news consumers accept or 

reject news media messages (2013: 322). 

 The purpose of further research is to locate news media discourse within social context more fully by 

involving newsmakers, news consumers and the female ex-combatants themselves in the research. 
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9 Appendix 

9.1 NORTHERN IRELAND 

Table 34 Northern Ireland Tones 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage Positive Percentage Total 
Percentage 
in Unionist 

Newspapers 

Percentage 
in All 

Newspapers 

Belfast 
Telegraph 

1399 60.17 907 39.01 19 0.82 2325 73.55 43.44 

Londonderry 
Sentinel 

109 54.23 90 44.78 2 0.99 201 6.36 3.76 

News Letter 426 67.09 206 32.44 3 0.47 635 20.09 11.86 

Unionist 
Total 

1934 61.18 1203 38.06 24 0.76 3161 100 59.06 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Newspaper Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage Positive Percentage Total 

Percentage 
in 

Nationalist 
Newspapers 

Percentage 
in All 

Newspapers 

Derry Journal 28 5.2 305 57.55 197 37.17 530 24.19 9.9 

The Irish 
News 

464 27.93 800 48.16 397 23.9 1661 75.8 31 

Nationalist 
Total 

492 22.46 1105 50.43 594 27.11 2191 100 40.94 

All 
Newspapers 

Total 
2426 45.33 2308 43.12 618 11.55 5352  

 

Total number of articles: 5352 

Negative: 2426 articles, 45.33 per cent 

Neutral: 2308 articles, 43.12 per cent 

Positive: 618 articles, 11.55 per cent 
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Table 35 Northern Ireland Past Nodes 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper Past Nodes Percentage 

Belfast Telegraph 1166 50.15 

Londonderry Sentinel 38 18.91 

News Letter 327 51.5 

Unionist Total 1531 48.43 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 189 35.66 

The Irish News 998 60.08 

Nationalist Total 1187 54 

All Newspapers Total 2718 50.78 

 

 

Table 36 Northern Ireland ‘Future for Former Combatants’ Node 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper ‘Future for Former Combatants’ Node Percentage 

Belfast Telegraph 124 5.33 

Londonderry Sentinel 3 1.49 

News Letter 62 9.76 

Unionist Total 189 5.98 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 4 0.75 

The Irish News 67 4.03 

Nationalist Total 71 3.24 

All Newspapers Total 260 4.86 
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Table 37 Northern Ireland ‘Former Combatant and Peace’ Node 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper ‘Former Combatant and Peace’ Node Percentage 

Belfast Telegraph 111 4.77 

Londonderry Sentinel 2 1 

News Letter 33 5.2 

Unionist Total 146 4.62 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 9 1.7 

The Irish News 77 4.64 

Nationalist Total 86 3.93 

All Newspapers Total 232 4.33 

 

 

Table 38 Northern Ireland Victim Nodes 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper Victim Nodes Percentage 

Belfast Telegraph 1147 49.33 

Londonderry Sentinel 34 16.92 

News Letter 322 50.71 

Unionist Total 1503 47.55 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 189 35.66 

The Irish News 988 59.48 

Nationalist Total 1177 53.72 

All Newspapers Total 2680 50.07 
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Table 39 Northern Ireland ‘Direct Speech’ Node 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper ‘Direct Speech’ Node Percentage 

Belfast Telegraph 460 19.78 

Londonderry Sentinel 117 58.21 

News Letter 174 27.4 

Unionist Total 751 23.76 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 141 26.6 

The Irish News 320 19.27 

Nationalist Total 461 21.04 

All Newspapers Total 1212 22.65 

 

 

Table 40 Northern Ireland Gender Nodes 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper Gender Nodes Percentage 

Belfast Telegraph 341 14.67 

Londonderry Sentinel 12 6 

News Letter 116 18.27 

Unionist Total 469 14.84 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 49 9.25 

The Irish News 300 18.06 

Nationalist Total 349 15.93 

All Newspapers Total 818 15.28 
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Table 41 Northern Ireland ‘Diminutive’ Node 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper ‘Diminutive’ Node Percentage 

Belfast Telegraph 11 0.47 

Londonderry Sentinel 0 0 

News Letter 0 0 

Unionist Total 11 0.35 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 0 0 

The Irish News 5 0.3 

Nationalist Total 5 0.23 

All Newspapers Total 16 0.3 

 

 

Table 42 Northern Ireland Sympathy Nodes 

Unionist Newspapers 

Newspaper 
‘Stigma’ 

Node 
Percentage 

‘Can’t Get 
Jobs’ Node 

Percentage  ‘Sympathy 
for Former 

Combatants’ 
Node 

Percentage 

Belfast 
Telegraph 

2 0.09 
2 0.09 22 0.95 

Londonderry 
Sentinel 

0 0 
0 0 5 2.49 

News Letter 0 0 0 0 4 0.63 

Unionist Total 2 0.09 2 0.09 31 0.98 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Derry Journal 1 0.19 1 0.19 37 6.98 

The Irish News 9 0.54 9 0.54 190 11.44 

Nationalist Total 10 0.46 10 0.46 227 10.36 

All Newspapers 
Total 

12 0.22 
12 0.22 258 4.82 
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9.1.1 Northern Ireland Word Frequency Queries 

Table 43 Northern Ireland Word Frequency Query Stemmed Words 

Word Length Count 
Weighted 

Percentage (%) 
Similar Words 

ira' 4 5665 2.00 
ira, ira', 'ira, 'ira', 

iras 

murders 7 4145 1.46 

murder, murder', 
'murder, 'murder', 

murdered, 
murderer, 
murderer', 
murderers, 
murderers', 
murdering, 
murderous, 
'murderous', 

murderousness, 
murders 

prices 6 3070 1.08 
price, price', 

priced, prices, 
pricing 

mary' 5 3016 1.06 
mari, mary, mary', 

'mary 

chuilin 7 2915 1.03 chuilin, chuilin' 

victims'' 9 2504 0.88 

victim, victim', 
'victim', victims, 

victims', victims'', 
'victims, 'victims' 

mcardles 8 2401 0.85 
mcardle, mcardle', 

'mcardle, 
'mcardle', mcardles 

travers' 8 2396 0.85 
traver, travers, 

travers', travers'' 

prisons' 8 1976 0.70 

prisoner, prisoner', 
prisoners, 
prisoners', 
prisoners'', 

'prisoners', prisons, 
prisons' 

Kills 5 1943 0.69 

kill, kill', 'kill, killed, 
killing, killing', 

killings, killings', 
kills 
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attacks 7 1726 0.61 

attack, 'attack'', 
attacked, 
'attacked', 

attacker, attackers, 
attacking, attacks 

peacefully 10 1632 0.58 

peace, peace', 
'peace, 'peace', 

peaceful, 
peacefully 

bombs 5 1631 0.58 

bomb, bomb', 
bombed, bombing, 
bombings, bombs, 

bombs' 

republicans' 12 1491 0.53 

#republicans, 
republican', 
'republican, 

republicanism, 
republicanism', 

republicans, 
republicans' 

justice' 8 1456 0.51 
justice, justice', 
justice'', 'justice, 
'justice', justices 

deaths 6 1406 0.50 
death, death', 
'death, deaths 

mcconvilles 11 1354 0.48 

mcconville, 
mcconville', 
mcconvilles, 
mcconvilles' 

interviews 10 1353 0.48 

interviewed, 
interviewer, 
interviewers, 
interviewing, 
interviews, 
interviews' 

convictions 11 1352 0.48 

convict, convicted, 
convicting, 
conviction, 
convictions, 

convicts 

charges 7 1312 0.46 
charge, charged, 

charges, charges', 
charging 

tapes' 6 1267 0.45 
tape, tape', taped, 

tapes, tapes' 
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boston 6 1258 0.44 boston, 'boston 

advising 8 1109 0.39 

advise, advised, 
advisedly, adviser', 
'adviser', advisers, 
advisers', advises, 

advising 

shots 5 1108 0.39 
shot, shot', shots, 

'shots 

troubling 9 1030 0.36 

trouble, trouble', 
troubled, troubles, 

troubles', 
'troubles', 
troubling 

marian 6 1023 0.36 marian, marian' 

accusing 8 983 0.35 

accusation, 
accusations, 

accuse, accused, 
accuser, accusers, 
accuses, accusing 

dissidents' 11 971 0.34 

dissident, 
dissident', 
'dissident', 
dissidents, 
dissidents', 
dissidents'', 
'dissidents, 
'dissidents' 

Units 5 969 0.34 

unit, unit', unite, 
united, 'united, 
unites, uniting, 

units, units' 

Jails 5 956 0.34 
jail, jailed, jailing, 

jails 

reported 8 943 0.33 

reported, 
reportedly, 
reporter, 
reporters, 

reporting, reports 

anne' 5 897 0.32 
ann, ann', 'ann, 

'ann', anne' 

paramilitary 12 880 0.31 
paramilitaries, 
paramilitary, 
'paramilitary 
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attends 7 833 0.29 

attendance, 
attendances, 

attendant, 
attendants, 
attended, 
attender, 

attending, attends 

dolours 7 830 0.29 
dolours, dolours', 

'dolours 

activity' 9 821 0.29 

activ, activate, 
activated, 

activates, active, 
'active, 'active', 

actively, activism, 
activism', activities, 

activity, activity' 

controversy 11 798 0.28 

controversial, 
controversially, 
controversies, 
controversy, 
'controversy 

conflicts 9 783 0.28 

conflict, conflict', 
'conflict', 

conflicted, 
conflicting, 

conflicts 

mccann 6 772 0.27 
mccann, mccann', 
'mccann, mccanns 

deadly 6 760 0.27 
dead, dead', 

deadly 

jeans 5 714 0.25 
jean, jean', 'jean, 

jeans 

Firing 6 711 0.25 
fire, fire', fired, 

fires, 'fires, firing 

terrorists' 11 702 0.25 

#terrorists, 
terrorist, terrorist', 

'terrorist', 
terrorists, 
terrorists', 
'terrorists, 
'terrorists' 

violence 8 690 0.24 
violence, violence', 

'violence 

Wars 4 634 0.22 war, war', 'war, 
'war', 'war'', 
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warring, wars, 
wars' 

chuilín 7 616 0.22 chuilín, chuilín' 

initiative 10 597 0.21 

initial, initially, 
initiate, initiated, 

initiates, initiation, 
initiative, 
initiative', 
initiatives, 
initiatives' 

detectives 10 574 0.20 

detect, detected, 
detecting, 
detection, 
detective, 
detectives, 
detectives' 

criminals 9 571 0.20 

criminal, 
criminality, 
criminality', 
criminally, 
criminals, 
criminals', 
'criminals' 

bombers 7 562 0.20 
bomber, bomber', 

'bomber', 
bombers, bombers' 

 

Table 44 Northern Ireland Word Frequency Query Exact Matches 

Word Length Count 
Weighted Percentage 

(%) 

ira 3 5621 1.98 

mary 4 3002 1.06 

price 5 2963 1.05 

chuilin 7 2904 1.02 

murder 6 2790 0.98 

mcardle 7 2394 0.84 

travers 7 2230 0.79 

victims 7 1635 0.58 

justice 7 1439 0.51 
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peace 5 1405 0.50 

republicans 11 1326 0.47 

mcconville 10 1288 0.45 

boston 6 1253 0.44 

prisoners 9 1177 0.42 

attack 6 1141 0.40 

death 5 1125 0.40 

tapes 5 1095 0.39 

interviews 10 1063 0.37 

marian 6 1018 0.36 

convicted 9 932 0.33 

shot 4 928 0.33 

advisers 8 864 0.30 

ann 3 853 0.30 

bomb 4 838 0.30 

dolours 7 826 0.29 

troubles 8 786 0.28 

mccann 6 768 0.27 

killed 6 763 0.27 

accused 7 747 0.26 

conflict 8 744 0.26 

killing 7 737 0.26 

dissident 9 727 0.26 

dead 4 711 0.25 

murdered 8 703 0.25 

jean 4 701 0.25 

violence 8 685 0.24 

prisoner 8 637 0.22 
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chuilín 7 615 0.22 

victim 6 605 0.21 

jail 4 558 0.20 

paramilitary 12 555 0.20 

war 3 553 0.20 

united 6 531 0.19 

1984 4 516 0.18 

bomber 6 507 0.18 

attended 8 492 0.17 

mass 4 492 0.17 

1972 4 485 0.17 

fire 4 481 0.17 

truth 5 467 0.16 

 

 

Table 45 Belfast Telegraph Word Frequency Query Stemmed Words 

Word Length Count 
Weighted 

Percentage (%) 
Similar Words 

ira' 4 2790 2.08 ira, ira', 'ira, iras 

murders 7 1913 1.43 

murder, murder', 
murdered, 
murderer, 
murderer', 
murderers, 
murdering, 
murderous, 
'murderous', 

murders 

mary' 5 1893 1.41 
mari, mary, mary', 

'mary 

chuilin 7 1608 1.20 chuilin, chuilin' 

mcardle' 8 1505 1.12 
mcardle, mcardle', 

'mcardle 

travers 7 1414 1.06 
travers, travers', 

travers'' 
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pricing 7 1157 0.86 
price, price', 

priced, prices, 
pricing 

victims'' 9 1123 0.84 

victim, victim', 
victims, victims', 
victims'', 'victims, 

'victims' 

killings 8 903 0.67 
kill, 'kill, killed, 
killing, killing', 

killings, kills 

peacefully 10 883 0.66 

peace, peace', 
'peace, 'peace', 

peaceful, 
peacefully 

bombed 6 801 0.60 
bomb, bomb', 

bombed, bombing, 
bombings, bombs 

prisoners 9 766 0.57 

prisoner, prisoner', 
prisoners, 
prisoners', 

prisoners'', prisons 

attacks 7 748 0.56 

attack, 'attack'', 
attacked, attacker, 

attackers, 
attacking, attacks 

convictions 11 645 0.48 

convict, convicted, 
conviction, 
convictions, 

convicts 

republicans' 12 608 0.45 

'republican, 
republicanism, 
republicanism', 

republicans, 
republicans' 

interviews 10 568 0.42 

interviewed, 
interviewer, 
interviewers, 
interviewing, 

interviews 

boston 6 559 0.42 boston, 'boston 

shots 5 559 0.42 shot, shot', shots 

deaths 6 547 0.41 
death, 'death, 

deaths 
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anne' 5 543 0.41 
ann, ann', 'ann, 

'ann', anne' 

mcconville 10 537 0.40 
mcconville, 
mcconville', 
mcconvilles 

troubles' 9 524 0.39 

trouble, troubled, 
troubles, troubles', 

'troubles', 
troubling 

justice' 8 512 0.38 
justice, justice', 
justice'', 'justice' 

Jails 5 498 0.37 
jail, jailed, jailing, 

jails 

Units 5 493 0.37 

unit, unite, united, 
'united, unites, 
uniting, units, 

units' 

tapes' 6 485 0.36 
tape, taped, tapes, 

tapes' 

accusing 8 484 0.36 

accusation, 
accusations, 

accuse, accused, 
accuser, accuses, 

accusing 

dissidents 10 467 0.35 

dissident, 
dissidents, 
dissidents', 
dissidents'', 
'dissidents' 

advising 8 463 0.35 

advise, advised, 
adviser', 'adviser', 
advisers, advisers', 
advises, advising 

charges 7 448 0.33 
charge, charged, 
charges, charging 

controversy 11 418 0.31 

controversial, 
controversially, 
controversies, 
controversy, 
'controversy 

paramilitary 12 377 0.28 
paramilitaries, 
paramilitary, 
'paramilitary 
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terrorists' 11 374 0.28 

terrorist, terrorist', 
'terrorist', 
terrorists, 
terrorists', 
'terrorists, 
'terrorists' 

Jean 4 358 0.27 
jean, jean', 'jean, 

jeans 

Firing 6 354 0.26 
fire, fire', fired, 

fires, firing 

violence' 9 354 0.26 
violence, violence', 

'violence 

activity' 9 353 0.26 

activ, activated, 
active, 'active', 

actively, activism, 
activism', activities, 

activity, activity' 

dolours 7 348 0.26 dolours, 'dolours 

deadly 6 342 0.26 dead, deadly 

marian 6 340 0.25 marian, marian' 

Wars 4 330 0.25 
war, war', 'war, 

'war', 'war'', wars 

conflicts 9 329 0.25 

conflict, conflict', 
'conflict', 

conflicting, 
conflicts 

reported 8 317 0.24 

reported, 
reportedly, 
reporter, 
reporters, 

reporting, reports 

1984 4 310 0.23 1984 

mccann 6 306 0.23 mccann, mccann' 

Killer 6 300 0.22 killer, killers, killers' 

attends 7 297 0.22 

attendance, 
attendances, 

attendant, 
attendants, 
attended, 
attender, 

attending, attends 
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Living 6 272 0.20 
'live, lived, lively, 

lives', living, living', 
'living 

masse 5 272 0.20 
mass, masse, 

masses 

criminals' 10 269 0.20 

criminal, 
criminality, 
criminals, 
criminals' 

 

Table 46 Belfast Telegraph Word Frequency Query Exact Matches 

Word Length Count 
Weighted Percentage 

(%) 

ira 3 2759 2.06 

mary 4 1879 1.40 

chuilin 7 1597 1.19 

mcardle 7 1501 1.12 

travers 7 1299 0.97 

murder 6 1229 0.92 

price 5 1105 0.82 

peace 5 779 0.58 

victims 7 736 0.55 

boston 6 558 0.42 

republicans 11 539 0.40 

ann 3 511 0.38 

justice 7 508 0.38 

mcconville 10 505 0.38 

attack 6 497 0.37 

shot 4 484 0.36 

prisoners 9 482 0.36 

convicted 9 464 0.35 

interviews 10 455 0.34 
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death 5 445 0.33 

bomb 4 417 0.31 

troubles 8 413 0.31 

tapes 5 390 0.29 

advisers 8 362 0.27 

murdered 8 360 0.27 

jean 4 350 0.26 

violence 8 350 0.26 

dolours 7 347 0.26 

killed 6 346 0.26 

accused 7 341 0.25 

marian 6 338 0.25 

killing 7 332 0.25 

dissident 9 324 0.24 

jail 4 317 0.24 

1984 4 310 0.23 

dead 4 310 0.23 

conflict 8 307 0.23 

mccann 6 304 0.23 

war 3 278 0.21 

united 6 271 0.20 

mass 4 266 0.20 

terrorist 9 253 0.19 

fire 4 252 0.19 

bomber 6 238 0.18 

chuilín 7 236 0.18 

victim 6 234 0.17 

prisoner 8 219 0.16 
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paramilitary 12 214 0.16 

criminal 8 213 0.16 

killer 6 206 0.15 

 

 

Table 47 Londonderry Sentinel Word Frequency Query Stemmed Words 

Word Length Count 
Weighted 

Percentage (%) 
Similar Words 

sentinel 8 287 3.13 sentinel 

Chuilín 7 155 1.69 chuilín 

Inls 4 154 1.68 inls 

105 3 106 1.16 105 

reporter 8 64 0.70 
reported, reporter, 

reporters, 
reporting, reports 

attack 6 56 0.61 
attack, attacked, 

attackers, 
attacking, attacks 

mullan 6 50 0.55 mullan 

Lond 4 47 0.51 lond 

Unit 4 45 0.49 
unit, unite, united, 

units 

peace 5 41 0.45 
peace, peaceful, 

peacefully 

activity 8 39 0.43 
active, actively, 

activities, activity 

bombs 5 39 0.43 
bomb, bombed, 
bombing, bombs 

Uprg 4 39 0.43 uprg 

Wars 4 38 0.41 war, 'war', wars 

Price 5 37 0.40 price, prices 

Fire 4 34 0.37 fire, fired, firing 
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initiative 10 33 0.36 
initial, initially, 

initiative, 
initiatives 

Ira 3 30 0.33 ira 

murder 6 30 0.33 
murder, murdered, 
murderer, murders 

waterside 9 29 0.32 waterside 

advisers 8 27 0.29 
advise, advised, 

advisers, advising 

prisoners 9 27 0.29 
prisoner, prisoners, 
prisoners', prisons 

shots 5 27 0.29 shot, shots 

republicans 11 25 0.27 
#republicans, 

republicanism, 
republicans 

death 5 24 0.26 death, deaths 

tattoo 6 24 0.26 tattoo 

attendance 10 23 0.25 
attendance, 

attended, 
attending 

Living 6 23 0.25 living 

memorial 8 22 0.24 
memorial, 
memories 

justice 7 22 0.24 justice 

condemn 7 21 0.23 

condemn, 
condemnation, 

condemned, 
condemns 

detectives 10 21 0.23 
detected, 
detective, 
detectives 

Mary 4 21 0.23 mary 

strike 6 21 0.23 strike, striking 

Sub 3 21 0.23 sub 

transform 9 21 0.23 

transform, 
transformation, 
transformation', 
transformative, 
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transformed, 
transforming 

kelvin 6 20 0.22 kelvin 

dissident 9 19 0.21 
dissident, 
dissidents 

devenney 8 18 0.20 devenney 

fracking 8 18 0.20 fracking, fracking' 

Dsd 3 17 0.19 dsd 

fountain 8 17 0.19 fountain 

Acni 4 16 0.17 acni 

cricket 7 16 0.17 cricket, cricketing 

ebrington 9 16 0.17 ebrington 

middleton 9 16 0.17 middleton 

commemoration 13 16 0.17 

commemorate, 
commemorated, 
commemoration, 
commemoration', 
commemorations, 
commemorative 

Rises 5 16 0.17 rise, rises, rising 

Arms 4 15 0.16 arm, armed, arms 

environmental 13 15 0.16 environmental 

 

 

Table 48 Londonderry Sentinel Word Frequency Query Exact Matches 

Word Length Count 
Weighted Percentage 

(%) 

sentinel 8 287 3.13 

chuilín 7 155 1.69 

inls 4 154 1.68 

105 3 106 1.16 

mullan 6 50 0.55 

lond 4 47 0.51 
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uprg 4 39 0.43 

reporter 8 35 0.38 

war 3 33 0.36 

peace 5 32 0.35 

price 5 31 0.34 

attack 6 30 0.33 

ira 3 30 0.33 

waterside 9 29 0.32 

tattoo 6 24 0.26 

death 5 23 0.25 

living 6 23 0.25 

justice 7 22 0.24 

mary 4 21 0.23 

memorial 8 21 0.23 

prisoners 9 21 0.23 

sub 3 21 0.23 

unit 4 21 0.23 

kelvin 6 20 0.22 

strike 6 20 0.22 

activity 8 19 0.21 

devenney 8 18 0.20 

fire 4 18 0.20 

republicans 11 18 0.20 

advised 7 17 0.19 

attacks 7 17 0.19 

dsd 3 17 0.19 

fountain 8 17 0.19 

murder 6 17 0.19 
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shots 5 17 0.19 

united 6 17 0.19 

acni 4 16 0.17 

ebrington 9 16 0.17 

middleton 9 16 0.17 

reported 8 16 0.17 

dissident 9 15 0.16 

environmental 13 15 0.16 

fracking 8 15 0.16 

cricket 7 14 0.15 

detectives 10 14 0.15 

lumiere 7 14 0.15 

malcolm 7 14 0.15 

activities 10 13 0.14 

bomb 4 13 0.14 

bombs 5 13 0.14 

 

 

Table 49 News Letter Word Frequency Query Stemmed Words 

Word Length Count 
Weighted 

Percentage (%) 
Similar Words 

Ira 3 783 2.44 ira, ira' 

murder 6 708 2.20 

murder, murder', 
murdered, 
murderer, 
murderers, 
murderers', 
murdering, 
murderous, 

murders 

victims' 8 555 1.73 
victim, victim', 

victims, victims' 

Price 5 440 1.37 
price, price', 

priced, prices 
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tapes 5 428 1.33 
tape, taped, tapes, 

tapes' 

interviews 10 389 1.21 

interviewed, 
interviewer, 
interviewers, 
interviewing, 
interviews, 
interviews' 

boston 6 387 1.21 boston 

mcconville 10 365 1.14 
mcconville, 
mcconvilles, 
mcconvilles' 

chuilin 7 286 0.89 chuilin 

justice 7 259 0.81 justice, justice' 

travers' 8 243 0.76 
traver, travers, 

travers' 

Mary 4 237 0.74 mary 

convictions 11 224 0.70 

convict, convicted, 
convicting, 
conviction, 
convictions, 

convicts 

republicans 11 222 0.69 
republicanism, 

republicans, 
republicans' 

prisoner 8 217 0.68 
prisoner, prisoners, 
prisoners', prisons 

deaths 6 215 0.67 death, deaths 

attack 6 213 0.66 
attack, attacked, 

attacker, attacking, 
attacks 

peacefully 10 210 0.65 
peace, peace', 

peaceful, 
peacefully 

killings 8 207 0.64 
kill, killed, killing, 

killings, kills 

terrorist 9 202 0.63 
terrorist, terrorist', 

terrorists, 
terrorists' 
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bomb 4 176 0.55 
bomb, bombed, 

bombing, 
bombings, bombs 

troubling 9 174 0.54 
trouble, trouble', 

troubled, troubles, 
troubles', troubling 

charges 7 165 0.51 
charge, charged, 
charges, charges' 

mcardle 7 159 0.50 mcardle 

Jean 4 154 0.48 jean 

dolours 7 148 0.46 dolours, dolours' 

conflict 8 147 0.46 
conflict, conflict', 

conflicts 

Shot 4 146 0.45 shot, shots 

advising 8 145 0.45 
advise, advised, 

advisedly, advisers, 
advisers', advising 

marian 6 144 0.45 marian 

terrorism 9 142 0.44 
terror, terror', 

terrorism 

dissident 9 138 0.43 

dissident, 
dissident', 
dissidents, 
dissidents' 

detectives 10 134 0.42 

detected, 
detection, 
detective, 
detectives 

Ann 3 133 0.41 ann 

paramilitary 12 133 0.41 
paramilitaries, 

paramilitary 

accused 7 132 0.41 

accusation, 
accusations, 

accuse, accused, 
accuser, accuses, 

accusing 

attending 9 116 0.36 

attendance, 
attendant, 
attended, 
attending 
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mccann 6 114 0.36 mccann 

chuilín 7 108 0.34 chuilín 

activity 8 107 0.33 

activate, activates, 
active, actively, 

activities, activity, 
activity' 

crime 5 107 0.33 crime 

Dead 4 103 0.32 dead, deadly 

Firing 6 103 0.32 fire, fired, firing 

violence 8 103 0.32 violence 

united 6 99 0.31 
unit, unite, united, 

units 

criminals 9 91 0.28 

criminal, 
criminality, 
criminality', 

criminals 

bomber 6 91 0.28 bomber, bombers 

1972 4 90 0.28 1972 

wars' 5 84 0.26 
war, warring, wars, 

wars' 

controversy 11 76 0.24 
controversial, 
controversies, 

controversy 

 

 

Table 50 News Letter Word Frequency Query Exact Matches 

Word Length Count 
Weighted Percentage 

(%) 

ira 3 778 2.42 

murder 6 479 1.49 

price 5 431 1.34 

tapes 5 410 1.28 

boston 6 387 1.21 

victims 7 372 1.16 
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mcconville 10 332 1.03 

chuilin 7 286 0.89 

interviews 10 271 0.84 

justice 7 257 0.80 

mary 4 237 0.74 

travers 7 215 0.67 

republicans 11 201 0.63 

peace 5 171 0.53 

death 5 168 0.52 

mcardle 7 159 0.50 

jean 4 154 0.48 

convicted 9 146 0.45 

dolours 7 145 0.45 

conflict 8 144 0.45 

marian 6 144 0.45 

attack 6 139 0.43 

troubles 8 139 0.43 

victim 6 138 0.43 

ann 3 133 0.41 

shot 4 122 0.38 

advisers 8 116 0.36 

mccann 6 114 0.36 

dissident 9 113 0.35 

murdered 8 113 0.35 

detectives 10 112 0.35 

terrorist 9 109 0.34 

chuilín 7 108 0.34 

prisoner 8 108 0.34 
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crime 5 107 0.33 

accused 7 106 0.33 

violence 8 103 0.32 

prisoners 9 102 0.32 

dead 4 101 0.31 

terrorism 9 92 0.29 

1972 4 90 0.28 

bomb 4 90 0.28 

terrorists 10 90 0.28 

killing 7 87 0.27 

bomber 6 86 0.27 

paramilitary 12 82 0.26 

war 3 77 0.24 

killed 6 76 0.24 

fire 4 75 0.23 

united 6 75 0.23 

 

 

Table 51 Derry Journal Word Frequency Query Stemmed Words 

Word Length Count 
Weighted 

Percentage (%) 
Similar Words 

Injf 4 348 1.85 injf 

Derr 4 182 0.97 derr 

Price 5 148 0.79 price, price', prices 

attending 9 126 0.67 
attendance, 

attended, 
attending, attends 

chuilín 7 116 0.62 chuilín 

peace 5 109 0.58 
peace, peaceful, 

peacefully 
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reporter 8 109 0.58 
reported, reporter, 
reporting, reports 

attack 6 106 0.56 
attack, attacked, 

attackers, 
attacking, attacks 

commemoration 13 100 0.53 

commemorate, 
commemorated, 
commemorating, 
commemoration, 
commemorations, 
commemorative 

Ira 3 91 0.48 ira, ira' 

republicans 11 90 0.48 
republicanism, 

republicans 

death 5 88 0.47 death, deaths 

united 6 84 0.45 
unit, unite, united, 

uniting, units 

justice 7 82 0.44 justice, justice' 

Colr 4 77 0.41 colr 

marian 6 74 0.39 marian 

initiatives 11 72 0.38 
initial, initially, 

initiated, initiative, 
initiatives 

murder 6 68 0.36 
murder, murdered, 

murderous, 
murders 

prisoners 9 68 0.36 
prisoner, prisoners, 
prisoners', prisons 

activity 8 67 0.36 
active, actively, 

activities, activity 

bombs 5 60 0.32 
bomb, bombed, 

bombing, 
bombings, bombs 

strike 6 60 0.32 strike, strikes 

killings 8 57 0.30 
kill, kill', killed, 
killing, killings 

palestinian 11 55 0.29 
palestinian, 
palestinians 
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Living 6 50 0.27 lived, lively, living 

charges 7 49 0.26 
charge, charged, 

charges 

palestine 9 45 0.24 palestine 

dissident 9 44 0.23 
dissident, 
dissidents 

rising 6 43 0.23 rise, rises, rising 

retailers 9 42 0.22 
retail, 'retail, 

retailer, retailers 

memory 6 40 0.21 
memorial, 
memories, 

memory 

'journal' 9 40 0.21 'journal', 'journal's' 

donaghey 8 39 0.21 donaghey 

crime 5 38 0.20 crime, crime' 

waterside 9 37 0.20 waterside 

cheoil 6 36 0.19 cheoil 

gerald 6 36 0.19 gerald 

condemned 9 35 0.19 

condemn, 
condemnation, 

condemned, 
condemning, 

condemns 

conflict 8 35 0.19 
conflict, conflicted, 

conflicts 

gasyard 7 34 0.18 gasyard 

Victim 6 34 0.18 victim, victims 

Dead 4 32 0.17 dead, deadly 

ebrington 9 32 0.17 ebrington 

Shot 4 32 0.17 shot, shots 

violence 8 32 0.17 violence 

transform 9 31 0.16 
transform, 

transformation, 
transformed, 
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transformer, 
transforming 

fighting 8 31 0.16 
fight, 'fight, 

fighting 

saville 7 31 0.16 saville 

guildhall 9 30 0.16 guildhall 

mccann 6 30 0.16 mccann 

 

 

Table 52 Derry Journal Word Frequency Query Exact Matches 

Word Length Count 
Weighted Percentage 

(%) 

injf 4 348 1.85 

derr 4 182 0.97 

price 5 140 0.74 

chuilín 7 116 0.62 

ira 3 90 0.48 

peace 5 89 0.47 

justice 7 81 0.43 

attended 8 80 0.43 

reporter 8 79 0.42 

colr 4 77 0.41 

marian 6 74 0.39 

attack 6 72 0.38 

commemoration 13 72 0.38 

republicans 11 71 0.38 

death 5 70 0.37 

strike 6 55 0.29 

murder 6 49 0.26 

palestine 9 45 0.24 

dissident 9 41 0.22 
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'journal' 9 39 0.21 

donaghey 8 39 0.21 

living 6 39 0.21 

prisoners 9 39 0.21 

united 6 38 0.20 

palestinian 11 37 0.20 

waterside 9 37 0.20 

cheoil 6 36 0.19 

crime 5 36 0.19 

gerald 6 36 0.19 

gasyard 7 34 0.18 

initiative 10 34 0.18 

ebrington 9 32 0.17 

violence 8 32 0.17 

conflict 8 31 0.16 

rising 6 31 0.16 

saville 7 31 0.16 

bomb 4 30 0.16 

guildhall 9 30 0.16 

mccann 6 30 0.16 

dead 4 29 0.15 

killed 6 29 0.15 

square 6 29 0.15 

traffic 7 29 0.15 

attending 9 28 0.15 

fountain 8 28 0.15 

retail 6 28 0.15 

activities 10 27 0.14 
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traders 7 27 0.14 

arntz 5 26 0.14 

chuilin 7 26 0.14 

 

 

Table 53 The Irish News Word Frequency Query Stemmed Words 

Word Length Count 
Weighted 

Percentage (%) 
Similar Words 

ira' 4 1971 2.20 ira, ira', 'ira, 'ira' 

murders 7 1426 1.59 

murder, murder', 
'murder, 'murder', 

murdered, 
murderer, 
murderers, 
murdering, 
murderous, 

murderousness, 
murders 

Price 5 1288 1.44 price, price', prices 

chuilin 7 992 1.11 chuilin 

prisons 7 898 1.00 

prisoner, prisoners, 
prisoners', 

'prisoners', prisons, 
prisons' 

Mary 4 847 0.95 mary 

victims' 8 782 0.87 
victim, 'victim', 
victims, victims' 

Kills 5 767 0.86 
kill, kill', killed, 
killing, killings, 
killings', kills 

travers 7 738 0.83 travers, travers' 

mcardles 8 726 0.81 
mcardle, 'mcardle', 

mcardles 

charges 7 638 0.71 
charge, charged, 
charges, charging 

attacks 7 603 0.67 

attack, attacked, 
'attacked', 

attacker, attackers, 
attacking, attacks 
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justice' 8 581 0.65 
justice, justice', 
'justice, 'justice', 

justices 

bombs 5 555 0.62 

bomb, bombed, 
bombing, 

bombings, bombs, 
bombs' 

republicans' 12 546 0.61 

republican', 
republicanism, 

republicans, 
republicans' 

death 5 532 0.59 
death, death', 

deaths 

advising 8 470 0.53 

advise, advised, 
'adviser', advisers, 
advisers', advises, 

advising 

marian 6 457 0.51 marian, marian' 

mcconville 10 451 0.50 
mcconville, 
mcconvilles 

convictions 11 449 0.50 
convict, convicted, 

conviction, 
convictions 

peacefully 10 389 0.43 
peace, 'peace, 

peaceful, 
peacefully 

interviews 10 387 0.43 

interviewed, 
interviewer, 
interviewers, 
interviewing, 

interviews 

reports 7 378 0.42 

reported, 
reportedly, 
reporter, 
reporters, 

reporting, reports 

Jail 4 360 0.40 
jail, jailed, jailing, 

jails 

tapes 5 352 0.39 
tape, tape', taped, 

tapes, tapes' 

shots 5 344 0.38 shot, shots, 'shots 
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accusing 8 332 0.37 

accusation, 
accusations, 

accuse, accused, 
accusers, accuses, 

accusing 

dolours 7 332 0.37 dolours 

paramilitary 12 329 0.37 
paramilitaries, 
paramilitary, 
'paramilitary 

mccann 6 312 0.35 
mccann, 'mccann, 

mccanns 

dissidents' 11 303 0.34 

dissident, 
'dissident', 
dissidents, 
dissidents', 
'dissidents 

troubling 9 301 0.34 

trouble, troubled, 
troubles, troubles', 

'troubles', 
troubling 

boston 6 300 0.34 boston, 'boston 

controversy 11 280 0.31 

controversial, 
controversially, 
controversies, 

controversy 

attends 7 271 0.30 

attendance, 
attendants, 
attended, 

attending, attends 

Dead 4 268 0.30 dead, deadly 

conflicts 9 258 0.29 
conflict, 'conflict', 

conflicted, conflicts 

activity 8 255 0.29 

activated, active, 
'active, 'active', 

actively, activism, 
activities, activity 

Units 5 248 0.28 

unit, unit', unite, 
united, 'united, 
unites, uniting, 

units 

Ann 3 215 0.24 ann, 'ann 
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bombers 7 205 0.23 
bomber, bomber', 

'bomber', 
bombers, bombers' 

jeans 5 198 0.22 jean, jeans 

violence 8 191 0.21 violence, violence' 

truthful 8 191 0.21 
truth, truth', 'truth, 

truthful, truths 

criminals 9 190 0.21 

criminal, 
criminality, 
criminally, 
criminals, 
criminals', 
'criminals' 

Firing 6 190 0.21 
fire, fired, fires, 

'fires, firing 

detectives 10 187 0.21 

detect, detected, 
detecting, 
detection, 
detective, 
detectives, 
detectives' 

commemorations 14 184 0.21 

commemorate, 
commemorated, 
commemorating, 
commemoration, 
commemorations, 
commemorative 

masse 5 184 0.21 
mass, masse, 

masses 

1972 4 182 0.20 1972 

 

 

Table 54 The Irish News Word Frequency Query Exact Matches 

Word Length Count 
Weighted Percentage 

(%) 

ira 3 1964 2.20 

price 5 1256 1.40 

murder 6 1016 1.14 

chuilin 7 992 1.11 
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mary 4 847 0.95 

mcardle 7 723 0.81 

travers 7 715 0.80 

justice 7 571 0.64 

prisoners 9 533 0.60 

victims 7 506 0.57 

republicans 11 497 0.56 

marian 6 454 0.51 

mcconville 10 450 0.50 

death 5 419 0.47 

attack 6 403 0.45 

advisers 8 381 0.43 

peace 5 334 0.37 

dolours 7 332 0.37 

interviews 10 330 0.37 

mccann 6 310 0.35 

killed 6 305 0.34 

convicted 9 300 0.34 

killing 7 300 0.34 

boston 6 296 0.33 

shot 4 296 0.33 

tapes 5 295 0.33 

bomb 4 288 0.32 

prisoner 8 286 0.32 

accused 7 275 0.31 

dead 4 258 0.29 

conflict 8 250 0.28 

dissident 9 234 0.26 
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charged 7 231 0.26 

paramilitary 12 223 0.25 

troubles 8 215 0.24 

charges 7 211 0.24 

victim 6 210 0.23 

murdered 8 207 0.23 

ann 3 203 0.23 

jean 4 195 0.22 

jail 4 192 0.21 

charge 6 190 0.21 

violence 8 190 0.21 

truth 5 184 0.21 

1972 4 182 0.20 

bomber 6 175 0.20 

mass 4 174 0.19 

attended 8 172 0.19 

bombing 7 172 0.19 

1984 4 160 0.18 
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Figure 6 Tree Map McArdle All Newspapers 

 
 
 

 

 

Figure 7 Word Cloud McArdle All Newspapers 
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9.2 SRI LANKA 

Table 55 Sri Lanka Tones 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage Positive Percentage Total 

Percentage 
in 

Independent 
Newspapers 

Percentage 
in All 

Newspapers 

Daily 
Financial 

Times 
9 21.43 14 33.33 19 45.24 42 16.67 7.98 

Daily Mirror 49 25.39 95 49.22 49 25.39 193 76.59 36.69 

Sunday 
Times 

6 35.29 8 47.06 3 17.65 17 6.75 3.23 

Total 64 25.4 117 46.43 71 28.17 252 100 47.91 

State-owned Newspapers 

Newspaper Negative Percentage Neutral Percentage Positive Percentage Total 
Percentage 

in State 
Newspapers 

Percentage 
in All 

Newspapers 

Daily News 72 37.5 30 15.63 90 46.88 192 70.07 36.5 

Sunday 
Observer 

11 13.41 15 18.29 56 68.29 82 29.93 15.59 

Total 83 30.29 45 16.4 146 53.28 274 100 52.09 

All 
Newspapers 

Total 
147 27.95 162 30.8 217 41.25 526  

 

Total number of articles: 526 

Negative: 147 articles, 27.95 per cent 

Neutral: 162 articles, 30.8 per cent 

Positive: 217 articles, 41.25 per cent 
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Table 56 Sri Lanka Past Nodes 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper Past Nodes Percentage 

Daily Financial Times 1 2.38 

Daily Mirror 6 3.11 

Sunday Times 0 0 

Independent Total 7 2.78 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 7 3.65 

Sunday Observer 0 0 

State-owned Total 7 2.55 

All Newspapers Total 14 2.66 

 

 

Table 57 Sri Lanka ‘Future for Former Combatants’ Node 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper 
‘Future for Former 
Combatants’ Node 

Percentage 

Daily Financial Times 21 50 

Daily Mirror 100 51.81 

Sunday Times 4 23.52 

Independent Total 125 49.6 

Nationalist Newspapers 

Daily News 90 46.88 

Sunday Observer 49 59.76 

State-owned Total 139 50.73 

All Newspapers Total 264 50.19 
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Table 58 Sri Lanka Rehabilitation Nodes 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper Rehabilitation Nodes Percentage 

Daily Financial Times 38 90.48 

Daily Mirror 135 69.95 

Sunday Times 6 35.29 

Independent Total 179 71.03 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 143 74.48 

Sunday Observer 67 75.61 

State-owned Total 210 76.64 

All Newspapers Total 389 73.95 

 

 

Table 59 Sri Lanka ‘Former Combatant and Peace’ Node 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper 
‘Former Combatant and 

Peace’ Node 
Percentage 

Daily Financial Times 5 11.9 

Daily Mirror 4 2.07 

Sunday Times 0 0 

Independent Total 9 3.57 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 6 3.13 

Sunday Observer 3 3.66 

State-owned Total 9 3.28 

All Newspapers Total 18 3.42 
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Table 60 Sri Lanka Victim Nodes 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper Victim Nodes Percentage 

Daily Financial Times 11 26.19 

Daily Mirror 32 16.58 

Sunday Times 6 35.29 

Independent Total 49 19.44 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 47 24.48 

Sunday Observer 15 18.29 

State-owned Total 62 22.63 

All Newspapers Total 111 21.1 

 

 

Table 61 Sri Lanka ‘Child Soldiers’ Node 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper ‘Child Soldiers’ Node Percentage 

Daily Financial Times 5 11.9 

Daily Mirror 29 15.03 

Sunday Times 2 11.76 

Independent Total 36 14.29 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 41 21.35 

Sunday Observer 14 17.07 

State-owned Total 55 20.07 

All Newspapers Total 91 17.3 
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Table 62 Sri Lanka ‘Diminutive’ Node 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper ‘Diminutive’ Node Percentage 

Daily Financial Times 0 0 

Daily Mirror 12 6.22 

Sunday Times 0 0 

Independent Total 12 4.76 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 9 4.69 

Sunday Observer 10 12.2 

State-owned Total 19 6.9 

All Newspapers Total 31 5.89 

 

 

Table 63 Sri Lanka Absolved of Responsibility Nodes 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper 
Absolved of responsibility 

Nodes 
Percentage 

Daily Financial Times 5 11.9 

Daily Mirror 44 22.8 

Sunday Times 2 11.76 

Independent Total 51 20.24 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 45 23.44 

Sunday Observer 21 25.61 

State-owned Total 66 24.09 

All Newspapers Total 117 22.24 
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Table 64 Sri Lanka 'Direct Speech’ Node 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper ‘Direct Speech’ Node Percentage 

Daily Financial Times 4 10 

Daily Mirror 5 3 

Sunday Times 2 12 

Independent Total 11 4.37 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 6 3 

Sunday Observer 0 0 

State-owned Total 6 2.19 

All Newspapers Total 17 3.23 

 

 

Table 65 Sri Lanka Gender Nodes 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper Gender Nodes Percentage 

Daily Financial Times 26 61.9 

Daily Mirror 88 45.6 

Sunday Times 10 58.82 

Independent Total 124 49.21 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 55 28.65 

Sunday Observer 30 36.59 

State-owned Total 85 31.02 

All Newspapers Total 209 39.73 
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Table 66 Sri Lanka Sympathy Nodes 

Independent Newspapers 

Newspaper 
‘Stigma’ 

Node 
Percentage 

‘Can’t Get 
Jobs’ 
Node 

Percentage 

‘Sympathy 
for Former 

Combatants’ 
Node 

Percentage 

Daily Financial 
Times 

6 14.29 10 23.81 15 35.71 

Daily Mirror 7 3.63 3 1.55 8 4.15 

Sunday Times 0 0 0 0 2 11.76 

Independent 
Total 

13 5.16 13 5.16 25 9.92 

State-owned Newspapers 

Daily News 5 2.6 0 0 6 3.13 

Sunday 
Observer 

3 3.66 0 0 2 2.44 

State-owned 
Total 

8 2.92 0 0 8 2.92 

All Newspapers 
Total 

21 3.99 13 2.47 33 6.27 

9.2.1 Sri Lanka Word Frequency Queries 

 

Table 67 Sri Lanka Word Frequency Query Stemmed Words 

Word Length Count 
Weighted 

Percentage 
(%) 

Similar Words 

Sri 3 6060 5.25 sri, 'sri 

ltte' 5 5117 4.43 ltte, ltte', 'ltte 

Lankas 6 5051 4.38 lanka, lanka', lanka'', lankas 

tamils' 7 2649 2.29 
tamil, 'tamil, tamils, tamils', 

'tamils 
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Rehabilitation 14 1661 1.44 

rehabilitant, rehabilitate, 
rehabilitated, 'rehabilitated, 
rehabilitating, rehabilitation, 

'rehabilitation, 'rehabilitation', 
rehabilitative 

Wars 4 1467 1.27 war, war', war'', 'war, wars 

lankans' 8 1053 0.91 lankan, lankans, lankans' 

Cadres 6 817 0.71 cadres 

Conflict 8 649 0.56 conflict, conflicting, conflicts 

Terrorism 9 648 0.56 
terror, terrorism, terrorism', 

terrorizing 

Terrorist 9 636 0.55 
terrorist, terroristic, terrorists, 

terrorists' 

thamilini 9 619 0.54 Thamilini 

killings 8 596 0.52 
kill, killed, killing, 'killing, killings, 

kills 

peacefully 10 552 0.48 
peace, peace', 'peace, peaceful, 

peacefully, peacefully' 

htsyndication@hindustantimes 28 541 0.47 htsyndication@hindustantimes 

Tna 3 532 0.46 tna 

reconciliations 15 511 0.44 
reconciliation, reconciliation', 
'reconciliation, 'reconciliation', 

reconciliations 

arms 4 477 0.41 arm, armed, arming, arms, arms' 

colombo 7 469 0.41 Colombo 

syndication 11 468 0.41 syndication 

dateline 8 467 0.40 dateline 

activity 8 444 0.38 
activate, activated, activation, 

active, actively, activism, 
activities, activities', activity 

living 6 442 0.38 lived, lively, lives', living, 'living 

mirror 6 430 0.37 mirror, mirrors 

jaffna 6 429 0.37 Jaffna 

kilinochchi 11 412 0.36 kilinochchi 
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Ezhilan 7 398 0.34 ezhilan, ezhilan' 

Reports 7 392 0.34 
reported, reportedly, reporter, 

reporters, reporting, reports 

Rajapaksa 9 389 0.34 rajapaksa, rajapaksas 

Prabhakaran 11 381 0.33 Prabhakaran 

India 5 357 0.31 india, indias 

Units 5 351 0.30 
unit, unite, united, unites, uniting, 

units, units' 

Attacks 7 345 0.30 
attack, 'attack, attacked, 

attackers, attacking, attacks 

Diaspora 8 339 0.29 diaspora, diaspora', diasporas 

Vavuniya 8 320 0.28 vavuniya 

Resettlement 12 314 0.27 
resettle, resettled, resettlement, 

resettles, resettling 

Ceylon 6 298 0.26 Ceylon 

Battles 7 292 0.25 
battle, battle', battled, battles, 

battling 

Eelam 5 279 0.24 eelam, 'eelam, 'eelam' 

Idps 4 275 0.24 idp, idps, idps' 

Initiatives 11 274 0.24 
initial, initially, initiate, initiated, 

initiating, 'initiating, initiative, 
initiatives 

Deaths 6 273 0.24 death, 'death, deaths 

Justice 7 271 0.23 justice, 'justice 

Alias 5 264 0.23 alia, alias 

Victims 7 263 0.23 victim, victimized, victims 

Unp 3 261 0.23 unp 

Reintegration 13 257 0.22 
reintegrate, reintegrated, 

reintegrating, reintegration 

Ngos 4 257 0.22 ngos 

Commands 8 252 0.22 
command, 'command, 

commandant, commanded, 
commander, commander', 
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commanders, commanding, 
commandments, commands 

wijeya 6 252 0.22 Wijeya 

 

 

Table 68 Sri Lanka Word Frequency Query Exact Matches 

Word Length Count 
Weighted Percentage 

(%) 

Sri 3 6042 5.23 

Ltte 4 5109 4.43 

lanka 5 5030 4.36 

tamil 5 2164 1.87 

war 3 1421 1.23 

rehabilitation 14 1147 0.99 

lankan 6 925 0.80 

cadres 6 817 0.71 

thamilini 9 619 0.54 

conflict 8 602 0.52 

htsyndication@hindustantimes 28 541 0.47 

Tna 3 532 0.46 

reconciliation 14 501 0.43 

terrorism 9 488 0.42 

colombo 7 469 0.41 

syndication 11 468 0.41 

dateline 8 467 0.40 

tamils 6 456 0.40 

jaffna 6 429 0.37 

mirror 6 427 0.37 

peace 5 426 0.37 

kilinochchi 11 412 0.36 
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Rehabilitated 13 412 0.36 

Ezhilan 7 395 0.34 

Rajapaksa 9 385 0.33 

Terrorist 9 384 0.33 

Prabhakaran 11 381 0.33 

Living 6 375 0.32 

India 5 356 0.31 

Diaspora 8 336 0.29 

Killed 6 330 0.29 

Vavuniya 8 320 0.28 

Armed 5 310 0.27 

Ceylon 6 298 0.26 

Eelam 5 273 0.24 

Justice 7 270 0.23 

Unp 3 261 0.23 

Alias 5 259 0.22 

Battle 6 259 0.22 

Ngos 4 257 0.22 

Wijeya 6 252 0.22 

United 6 248 0.21 

Sinhala 7 246 0.21 

Terrorists 10 244 0.21 

Provincial 10 242 0.21 

Activities 10 231 0.20 

Anandhi 7 231 0.20 

Violence 8 219 0.19 

Theiveegan 10 217 0.19 

Indian 6 216 0.19 
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Table 69 Sri Lanka Daily Financial Times Word Frequency Query Stemmed Words 

Word Length Count 
Weighted 

Percentage (%) 
Similar Words 

Sri 3 522 5.04 sri, 'sri 

Lanka 5 442 4.26 
lanka, lanka', 

lankas 

Ltte 4 256 2.47 ltte 

rehabilitation 14 239 2.31 

rehabilitate, 
rehabilitated, 
rehabilitating, 
rehabilitation 

tamils 6 203 1.96 tamil, 'tamil, tamils 

Wars 4 150 1.45 
war, war', 'war, 

wars 

reconciliation 14 91 0.88 
reconciliation, 
reconciliation' 

lankan 6 87 0.84 lankan, lankans 

conflict 8 84 0.81 conflict, conflicts 

peace 5 77 0.74 
peace, peaceful, 

peacefully 

reports 7 63 0.61 

reported, 
reportedly, 
reporters, 

reporting, reports 

cadres 6 62 0.60 cadres 

ohchr 5 58 0.56 ohchr 

activity 8 57 0.55 
activated, active, 
actively, activism, 
activities, activity 

dheepan 7 55 0.53 
dheepan, 
'dheepan, 
'dheepan' 

resettlement 12 50 0.48 
resettled, 

resettlement, 
resettling 

armed 5 50 0.48 armed, arms 
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Oisl 4 50 0.48 oisl 

Living 6 48 0.46 lived, living 

Llrc 4 47 0.45 llrc 

Idps 4 44 0.42 idp, idps 

missing 7 44 0.42 
missed, misses, 

missing 

terrorism 9 43 0.41 terror, terrorism 

victims 7 42 0.41 victim, victims 

wijeya 6 42 0.41 Wijeya 

audiard 7 41 0.40 audiard 

violence 8 40 0.39 violence 

initial 7 38 0.37 

initial, initially, 
initiate, initiated, 

initiative, 
initiatives 

terrorist 9 36 0.35 terrorist, terrorists 

units' 6 36 0.35 
unit, united, units, 

units' 

rapporteur 10 36 0.35 
rapporteur, 
rapporteurs 

displaced 9 35 0.34 
displaced, 

displacement 

justice 7 35 0.34 justice 

loans 5 35 0.34 loan, loans 

killings 8 33 0.32 
kill, killed, killing, 

killings 

colombo 7 32 0.31 Colombo 

battle 6 31 0.30 battle, battles 

Hrc 3 30 0.29 hrc 

reintegrated 12 30 0.29 
reintegrated, 
reintegrating, 
reintegration 

attacks 7 29 0.28 
attack, attacking, 

attacks 
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livelihood 10 28 0.27 
livelihood, 
livelihoods 

refugees 8 28 0.27 refugee, refugees 

death 5 26 0.25 death, deaths 

diaspora 8 26 0.25 diaspora 

jaffna 6 26 0.25 Jaffna 

sinhala 7 25 0.24 Sinhala 

taught 6 25 0.24 taught 

kilinochchi 11 24 0.23 kilinochchi 

provincial 10 24 0.23 provincial 

torture 7 24 0.23 torture, tortured 

 

 

Table 70 Sri Lanka Daily Financial Times Word Frequency Query Exact Matches 

Word Length Count 
Weighted Percentage 

(%) 

sri 3 521 5.03 

lanka 5 439 4.23 

ltte 4 256 2.47 

rehabilitation 14 185 1.78 

tamil 5 177 1.71 

war 3 144 1.39 

reconciliation 14 90 0.87 

lankan 6 79 0.76 

conflict 8 78 0.75 

cadres 6 62 0.60 

ohchr 5 58 0.56 

oisl 4 50 0.48 

living 6 47 0.45 

llrc 4 47 0.45 
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rehabilitated 13 45 0.43 

peace 5 43 0.41 

wijeya 6 42 0.41 

activities 10 41 0.40 

audiard 7 41 0.40 

violence 8 40 0.39 

armed 5 38 0.37 

idps 4 38 0.37 

missing 7 37 0.36 

justice 7 35 0.34 

terrorism 9 34 0.33 

reports 7 33 0.32 

colombo 7 32 0.31 

victims 7 32 0.31 

rapporteur 10 31 0.30 

dheepan 7 30 0.29 

hrc 3 30 0.29 

terrorist 9 29 0.28 

united 6 28 0.27 

battle 6 27 0.26 

peaceful 8 27 0.26 

resettlement 12 27 0.26 

diaspora 8 26 0.25 

jaffna 6 26 0.25 

sinhala 7 25 0.24 

tamils 6 25 0.24 

taught 6 25 0.24 

kilinochchi 11 24 0.23 
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provincial 10 24 0.23 

japan 5 23 0.22 

torture 7 23 0.22 

cannes 6 22 0.21 

resettled 9 22 0.21 

'dheepan' 9 21 0.20 

didnt 5 21 0.20 

rajapaksa 9 21 0.20 

 

 

Table 71 Sri Lanka Daily Mirror Word Frequency Query Stemmed Words 

Word Length Count 
Weighted 

Percentage 
(%) 

Similar Words 

ltte 4 2335 5.63 ltte, 'ltte 

sri 3 1614 3.89 sri 

lanka 5 1401 3.38 lanka, lanka', lanka'', lankas 

tamils 6 997 2.41 tamil, 'tamil, tamils 

thamilini 9 610 1.47 Thamilini 

rehabilitation 14 494 1.19 
rehabilitate, rehabilitated, 

rehabilitating, rehabilitation 

wars 4 478 1.15 war, war'', 'war, wars 

mirror 6 430 1.04 mirror, mirrors 

ezhilan 7 398 0.96 ezhilan, ezhilan' 

cadres 6 346 0.83 cadres 

tna 3 305 0.74 tna 

jaffna 6 253 0.61 Jaffna 

lankan 6 238 0.57 lankan, lankans 

anandhi 7 231 0.56 anandhi 

htsyndication@hindustantimes 28 226 0.55 htsyndication@hindustantimes 
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arms 4 226 0.55 arm, armed, arming, arms 

colombo 7 221 0.53 Colombo 

alias 5 219 0.53 alia, alias 

theiveegan 10 217 0.52 theiveegan 

dateline 8 193 0.47 dateline 

syndication 11 193 0.47 syndication 

wijeya 6 193 0.47 Wijeya 

gobi 4 190 0.46 gobi, 'gobi' 

kilinochchi 11 176 0.42 kilinochchi 

sasitharan 10 176 0.42 sasitharan 

reviving 8 171 0.41 
revival, revive, revived, 

reviving 

vavuniya 8 168 0.41 vavuniya 

ananthy 7 165 0.40 ananthy 

killings 8 163 0.39 
kill, killed, killing, 'killing, 

killings 

prabhakaran 11 159 0.38 Prabhakaran 

diaspora 8 158 0.38 diaspora 

reportedly 10 144 0.35 
reported, reportedly, 

reporters, reporting, reports 

india 5 142 0.34 india 

eelam 5 132 0.32 eelam 

attack 6 127 0.31 attack, attacked, attacks 

firing 6 121 0.29 fire, fired, fires, firing 

rajapaksa 9 118 0.28 Rajapaksa 

wanni 5 117 0.28 wanni 

living 6 116 0.28 lived, living 

activity 8 116 0.28 
activated, activation, active, 
actively, activism, activities, 

activities', activity 

units 5 113 0.27 unit, unite, united, units 
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provincial 10 111 0.27 provincial 

commanding 10 109 0.26 

command, 'command, 
commandant, commanded, 
commander, commanders, 

commanding 

charging 8 108 0.26 
charge, charged, charges, 

charging 

appan 5 108 0.26 appan 

death 5 103 0.25 death, deaths 

conflict 8 102 0.25 conflict, conflicting, conflicts 

nadu 4 99 0.24 nadu 

victims 7 97 0.23 victim, victimized, victims 

terrorism 9 92 0.22 terror, terrorism, terrorism' 

 

 

Table 72 Sri Lanka Daily Mirror Word Frequency Query Exact Matches 

Word Length Count 
Weighted Percentage 

(%) 

ltte 4 2334 5.63 

sri 3 1614 3.89 

lanka 5 1397 3.37 

tamil 5 859 2.07 

thamilini 9 610 1.47 

war 3 470 1.13 

mirror 6 427 1.03 

ezhilan 7 395 0.95 

rehabilitation 14 356 0.86 

cadres 6 346 0.83 

tna 3 305 0.74 

jaffna 6 253 0.61 

anandhi 7 231 0.56 
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lankan 6 227 0.55 

htsyndication@hindustantimes 28 226 0.55 

colombo 7 221 0.53 

alias 5 218 0.53 

theiveegan 10 217 0.52 

dateline 8 193 0.47 

syndication 11 193 0.47 

wijeya 6 193 0.47 

gobi 4 189 0.46 

kilinochchi 11 176 0.42 

sasitharan 10 176 0.42 

vavuniya 8 168 0.41 

ananthy 7 165 0.40 

prabhakaran 11 159 0.38 

diaspora 8 158 0.38 

armed 5 157 0.38 

india 5 142 0.34 

tamils 6 136 0.33 

eelam 5 132 0.32 

rehabilitated 13 127 0.31 

killed 6 126 0.30 

rajapaksa 9 118 0.28 

wanni 5 117 0.28 

provincial 10 111 0.27 

appan 5 108 0.26 

nadu 4 99 0.24 

living 6 98 0.24 

conflict 8 97 0.23 
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abroad 6 90 0.22 

revival 7 87 0.21 

missing 7 86 0.21 

wigneswaran 11 86 0.21 

injured 7 84 0.20 

battle 6 83 0.20 

justice 7 82 0.20 

balasingham 11 80 0.19 

terrorism 9 80 0.19 

 

 

Table 73 Sri Lanka Sunday Times Word Frequency Query Stemmed Words 

Word Length Count 
Weighted 

Percentage (%) 
Similar Words 

Sri 3 119 5.80 sri 

Lanka 5 95 4.63 lanka, lanka' 

tamil 5 43 2.10 tamil, tamils 

War 3 42 2.05 war, wars 

terrorism 9 35 1.71 terror, terrorism 

peace 5 32 1.56 peace, peaceful 

Ltte 4 30 1.46 ltte 

lankan 6 27 1.32 lankan, lankans 

torture 7 27 1.32 torture, tortured 

refugees 8 21 1.02 refugee, refugees 

united 6 21 1.02 united 

terrorist 9 17 0.83 terrorist, terrorists 

wijeya 6 17 0.83 Wijeya 

charges 7 14 0.68 
charge, charged, 

charges 

geneva 6 14 0.68 Geneva 
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malaysia 8 14 0.68 Malaysia 

nigeria 7 13 0.63 Nigeria 

reconciliation 14 13 0.63 reconciliation 

jeyakumari 10 11 0.54 
jeyakumari, 
Jeyakumary 

justice 7 11 0.54 justice 

ohchr 5 11 0.54 ohchr 

Truth 5 11 0.54 truth 

victims 7 11 0.54 victim, victims 

baroness 8 10 0.49 baroness 

deaths 6 10 0.49 death, deaths 

reported 8 10 0.49 
reported, 

reporting, reports 

warsi 5 10 0.49 warsi 

conflict 8 9 0.44 conflict, conflicts 

forcibly 8 9 0.44 forcible, forcibly 

India 5 9 0.44 india 

Pta 3 9 0.44 pta 

rajapaksa 9 9 0.44 Rajapaksa 

Eelam 5 8 0.39 eelam 

Gopi 4 8 0.39 gopi 

kilinochchi 11 8 0.39 kilinochchi 

memories 8 8 0.39 memories 

queens 6 8 0.39 queens 

Rape 4 8 0.39 rape, raped 

violence 8 8 0.39 violence 

Arms 4 7 0.34 armed, arms 

mahinda 7 7 0.34 mahinda 

sudan 5 7 0.34 sudan 
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aryasinha 9 6 0.29 aryasinha 

buddha 6 6 0.29 Buddha 

detainees 9 6 0.29 detainees 

excellencies 12 6 0.29 
excellencies, 

excellency 

guardian 8 6 0.29 guardian 

indian 6 6 0.29 indian 

kegalle 7 6 0.29 kegalle 

Killed 6 6 0.29 kill, killed, killing 

 

 

Table 74 Sri Lanka Sunday Times Word Frequency Query Exact Matches 

Word Length Count 
Weighted Percentage 

(%) 

sri 3 119 5.80 

lanka 5 94 4.59 

war 3 40 1.95 

terrorism 9 31 1.51 

ltte 4 30 1.46 

tamil 5 28 1.37 

peace 5 27 1.32 

torture 7 24 1.17 

lankan 6 22 1.07 

united 6 21 1.02 

wijeya 6 17 0.83 

tamils 6 15 0.73 

geneva 6 14 0.68 

malaysia 8 14 0.68 

nigeria 7 13 0.63 

reconciliation 14 13 0.63 
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refugees 8 13 0.63 

justice 7 11 0.54 

ohchr 5 11 0.54 

truth 5 11 0.54 

baroness 8 10 0.49 

warsi 5 10 0.49 

charges 7 9 0.44 

india 5 9 0.44 

jeyakumari 10 9 0.44 

pta 3 9 0.44 

rajapaksa 9 9 0.44 

terrorist 9 9 0.44 

victims 7 9 0.44 

conflict 8 8 0.39 

eelam 5 8 0.39 

gopi 4 8 0.39 

kilinochchi 11 8 0.39 

memories 8 8 0.39 

queens 6 8 0.39 

refugee 7 8 0.39 

reported 8 8 0.39 

terrorists 10 8 0.39 

violence 8 8 0.39 

forcibly 8 7 0.34 

mahinda 7 7 0.34 

sudan 5 7 0.34 

aryasinha 9 6 0.29 

buddha 6 6 0.29 
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death 5 6 0.29 

detainees 9 6 0.29 

guardian 8 6 0.29 

indian 6 6 0.29 

kegalle 7 6 0.29 

rape 4 6 0.29 

 

 

Table 75 Sri Lanka Daily News Word Frequency Query Stemmed Words 

Word Length Count 
Weighted 

Percentage 
(%) 

Similar Words 

sri 3 2859 6.60 sri, 'sri 

lanka 5 2316 5.35 lanka, lanka', lankas 

ltte' 5 1624 3.75 ltte, ltte', 'ltte 

tamils' 7 1057 2.44 tamil, 'tamil, tamils, tamils' 

wars 4 637 1.47 war, war', 'war, wars 

rehabilitation 14 580 1.34 
rehabilitant, rehabilitate, 

rehabilitated, rehabilitating, 
rehabilitation, rehabilitative 

lankan 6 548 1.26 lankan, lankans, lankans' 

terrorist 9 392 0.90 terrorist, terrorists, terrorists' 

conflict 8 331 0.76 conflict, conflicting, conflicts 

terrorism 9 305 0.70 
terror, terrorism, terrorism', 

terrorizing 

killings 8 281 0.65 kill, killed, killing, killings, kills 

peacefully 10 280 0.65 
peace, peace', 'peace, 
peaceful, peacefully, 

peacefully' 

reconciliations 15 272 0.63 
reconciliation, reconciliation', 
'reconciliation', reconciliations 

ngos 4 220 0.51 ngos 

cadres 6 217 0.50 cadres 
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htsyndication@hindustantimes 28 215 0.50 htsyndication@hindustantimes 

ceylon 6 198 0.46 Ceylon 

syndication 11 193 0.45 syndication 

dateline 8 192 0.44 dateline 

living 6 171 0.39 lived, living, 'living 

prabhakaran 11 171 0.39 Prabhakaran 

activity 8 170 0.39 
activate, active, actively, 

activities, activity 

attacks 7 164 0.38 
attack, 'attack, attacked, 

attackers, attacking, attacks 

rajapaksa 9 163 0.38 rajapaksa, rajapaksas 

arms 4 156 0.36 arm, armed, arms, arms' 

tna 3 152 0.35 tna 

pillay 6 150 0.35 pillay 

india 5 140 0.32 india 

bombs 5 136 0.31 
bomb, bombed, bombing, 

bombings, bombs 

reports 7 132 0.30 
reported, reportedly, reporter, 

reporters, reporting, reports 

united 6 130 0.30 
unit, united, unites, uniting, 

units 

unp 3 127 0.29 unp 

indian 6 126 0.29 indian, Indians 

reintegration 13 126 0.29 
reintegrate, reintegrated, 

reintegrating, reintegration 

colombo 7 123 0.28 Colombo 

initiatives 11 123 0.28 
initial, initially, initiate, 

initiated, initiating, initiative, 
initiatives 

resettlement 12 116 0.27 
resettle, resettled, 

resettlement, resettling 

deaths 6 112 0.26 death, 'death, deaths 

percent 7 111 0.26 percent 
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justice 7 110 0.25 justice 

canadian 8 108 0.25 canadian, Canadians 

idps 4 104 0.24 idp, idps 

victims 7 98 0.23 victim, victimized, victims 

geneva 6 97 0.22 Geneva 

diaspora 8 96 0.22 diaspora, diaspora', diasporas 

mahinda 7 96 0.22 mahinda, 'mahinda 

violence 8 95 0.22 violence 

jaffna 6 94 0.22 Jaffna 

sinhala 7 93 0.21 sinhala, sinhalas 

eelam 5 91 0.21 eelam, 'eelam 

 

 

Table 76 Sri Lanka Daily News Word Frequency Query Exact Matches 

Word Length Count 
Weighted Percentage 

(%) 

sri 3 2843 6.56 

lanka 5 2306 5.32 

ltte 4 1618 3.73 

tamil 5 836 1.93 

war 3 617 1.42 

lankan 6 462 1.07 

rehabilitation 14 377 0.87 

conflict 8 300 0.69 

reconciliation 14 267 0.62 

terrorist 9 238 0.55 

peace 5 232 0.54 

ngos 4 220 0.51 

terrorism 9 219 0.51 
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cadres 6 217 0.50 

htsyndication@hindustantimes 28 215 0.50 

tamils 6 201 0.46 

ceylon 6 198 0.46 

syndication 11 193 0.45 

dateline 8 192 0.44 

prabhakaran 11 171 0.39 

rehabilitated 13 164 0.38 

rajapaksa 9 159 0.37 

tna 3 152 0.35 

pillay 6 150 0.35 

terrorists 10 149 0.34 

living 6 145 0.33 

india 5 140 0.32 

killed 6 138 0.32 

unp 3 127 0.29 

colombo 7 123 0.28 

indian 6 115 0.27 

percent 7 111 0.26 

justice 7 110 0.25 

armed 5 105 0.24 

geneva 6 97 0.22 

activities 10 96 0.22 

canadian 8 96 0.22 

violence 8 95 0.22 

jaffna 6 94 0.22 

diaspora 8 93 0.21 

mahinda 7 93 0.21 
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united 6 93 0.21 

sinhala 7 91 0.21 

eelam 5 87 0.20 

idps 4 85 0.20 

terror 6 84 0.19 

vavuniya 8 84 0.19 

lankans 7 82 0.19 

unhrc 5 82 0.19 

sinhalese 9 80 0.18 

 

 

Table 77 Sri Lanka Sunday Observer Word Frequency Query Stemmed Words 

Word Length Count 
Weighted 

Percentage 
(%) 

Similar Words 

sri 3 946 5.18 sri, 'sri 

ltte 4 872 4.78 ltte, 'ltte 

lanka 5 797 4.37 lanka, lanka' 

tamils' 7 349 1.91 
tamil, 'tamil, tamils, tamils', 

'tamils 

rehabilitation 14 344 1.88 

rehabilitate, rehabilitated, 
'rehabilitated, rehabilitating, 
rehabilitation, 'rehabilitation, 

'rehabilitation' 

cadres 6 190 1.04 cadres 

kilinochchi 11 182 1.00 kilinochchi 

terrorism 9 173 0.95 
terror, terrorism, terrorism', 

terrorizing 

wars 4 160 0.88 war, war', 'war, wars 

lankans 7 153 0.84 lankan, lankans 

conflict 8 123 0.67 conflict, conflicts 

terrorists 10 117 0.64 terrorist, terrorists, terrorists' 
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killings 8 113 0.62 kill, killed, killing, killings, kills 

battles 7 105 0.58 battle, battles, battling 

living 6 105 0.58 lived, lively, lives', living 

htsyndication@hindustantimes 28 100 0.55 htsyndication@hindustantimes 

peacefully 10 99 0.54 
peace, 'peace, peaceful, 

peacefully 

unp 3 98 0.54 unp 

activity 8 97 0.53 
active, actively, activism, 

activities, activity 

ceylon 6 92 0.50 Ceylon 

resettlement 12 90 0.49 
resettle, resettled, 

resettlement, resettles, 
resettling 

colombo 7 89 0.49 Colombo 

dateline 8 82 0.45 dateline 

newswire 8 82 0.45 newswire 

syndication 11 82 0.45 syndication 

commander 9 81 0.44 

command, commanded, 
commander, commander', 

commanders, commanding, 
commands 

rajapaksa 9 78 0.43 Rajapaksa 

displaced 9 77 0.42 displaced, displacement 

fight 5 77 0.42 fight, fighting, fights 

vanni 5 68 0.37 vanni 

tna 3 64 0.35 tna 

prisons 7 63 0.35 
prisoner, prisoners, 'prisoners, 

prisons 

sinhala 7 61 0.33 sinhala, 'sinhala 

reconciliation 14 59 0.32 
reconciliation, reconciliation', 

'reconciliation 

diaspora 8 58 0.32 diaspora 

percent 7 57 0.31 percent 
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jaffna 6 54 0.30 Jaffna 

mullaitivu 10 54 0.30 mullaitivu 

csd 3 52 0.28 csd 

vavuniya 8 52 0.28 vavuniya 

uniting 7 51 0.28 unit, unite, united, uniting 

mahinda 7 46 0.25 mahinda 

prabhakaran 11 46 0.25 Prabhakaran 

india 5 45 0.25 india 

provincial 10 45 0.25 provincial 

reports 7 43 0.24 
reported, reportedly, 

reporting, reports 

initiatives 11 42 0.23 
initial, initially, initiated, 

initiating, 'initiating, initiative, 
initiatives 

sinhalese 9 41 0.22 Sinhalese 

idps 4 40 0.22 idp, idps, idps' 

arms 4 38 0.21 arm, armed, arms 

 

 

Table 78 Sri Lanka Sunday Observer Word Frequency Query Exact Matches 

Word Length Count 
Weighted Percentage 

(%) 

sri 3 945 5.18 

ltte 4 871 4.77 

lanka 5 794 4.35 

tamil 5 264 1.45 

rehabilitation 14 227 1.24 

cadres 6 190 1.04 

kilinochchi 11 182 1.00 

war 3 150 0.82 

lankan 6 135 0.74 



 424 

terrorism 9 124 0.68 

conflict 8 119 0.65 

htsyndication@hindustantimes 28 100 0.55 

battle 6 98 0.54 

unp 3 98 0.54 

ceylon 6 92 0.50 

colombo 7 89 0.49 

living 6 83 0.45 

dateline 8 82 0.45 

newswire 8 82 0.45 

syndication 11 82 0.45 

tamils 6 79 0.43 

rajapaksa 9 78 0.43 

displaced 9 76 0.42 

rehabilitated 13 74 0.41 

peace 5 68 0.37 

vanni 5 68 0.37 

tna 3 64 0.35 

sinhala 7 60 0.33 

terrorists 10 60 0.33 

diaspora 8 58 0.32 

percent 7 57 0.31 

activities 10 56 0.31 

reconciliation 14 56 0.31 

terrorist 9 56 0.31 

jaffna 6 54 0.30 

mullaitivu 10 54 0.30 

csd 3 52 0.28 
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killed 6 52 0.28 

vavuniya 8 52 0.28 

mahinda 7 46 0.25 

prabhakaran 11 46 0.25 

terror 6 46 0.25 

commander 9 45 0.25 

india 5 45 0.25 

provincial 10 45 0.25 

resettled 9 43 0.24 

sinhalese 9 41 0.22 

fight 5 39 0.21 

fighting 8 37 0.20 

prisoners 9 37 0.20 
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9.3 NORTHERN IRELAND AND SRI LANKA 

Table 79 Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka Proportion Percentages 

Unionist Newspapers Percentage of Articles Independent Newspaper Percentage of Articles 

Newspaper Negative Neutral Positive Newspaper Negative Neutral Positive 

Belfast Telegraph 60.17 39.01 0.82 
Daily Financial 

Times 
21.43 33.33 45.24 

Londonderry 
Sentinel 

54.23 44.78 0.99 Daily Mirror 25.39 49.22 25.39 

News Letter 67.09 32.44 0.47 Sunday Times 35.29 47.06 17.65 

Unionist 
Percentage in All 

of the Articles 
36.13 22.48 0.45 

Independent 
Percentage in All of 

the Articles 
12.17 22.24 13.5 

Unionist 
Proportion of Each 

Tone 
79.72 52.12 3.88 

Independent 
Proportion of Each 

Tone 
43.54 72.22 32.71 

Nationalist Newspapers Percentage State-owned Newspapers Percentage 

Newspaper Negative Neutral Positive Newspaper Negative Neutral Positive 

Derry Journal 5.28 57.55 37.17 Daily News 37.5 15.63 46.86 

The Irish News 27.93 48.16 23.90 Sunday Observer 13.41 18.29 68.29 

Nationalist 
Percentage in All 

of the Articles 
9.1 20.65 11.1 

State-owned 
Percentage in All of 

the Articles 
15.78 8.56 27.76 

Nationalist 
Proportion of Each 

Tone 
20.28 47.88 96.11 

State Proportion of 
Each Tone 

56.46 27.78 67.28 

Overall Total for 
Unionist and 
Nationalist 

Newspapers 

45.33 43.12 11.55 

Overall Total for 
Independent and 

State-owned 
Newspapers 

27.95 30.80 41.25 
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Table 80 Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka Word Count 

Word count 
Northern Ireland Number of 

Articles 
Sri Lanka Number of Articles 

1-100 207 10 

101-500 3413 187 

501-1000 1484 75 

1001-1500 161 62 

1501-2000 41 53 

2001-2500 12 24 

2501-3000 3 25 

3001-3500 2 25 

3501-4000 2 16 

4001-4500 2 23 

4501-5000 1 1 

5001-5500 0 1 

5501-6000 1 0 

6001-6500 0 0 

6501-7000 0 0 

7001-7500 0 0 

7501-8000 0 0 

8000-8500 0 0 

8501-9000 0 0 

9001-9500 0 1 

Total 5352 526 
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