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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

1.1 Background  

One of the most critical issues in global society is the exploitation of 

children by armed groups in many parts of the world. The use of weapons among 

conflicted countries has always become the alternative to solve the issue and 

differences that arise. Approximately, 300.000 children across the world are 

members of state military group and other armed groups.1 The United Nations 

International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) defines child soldiers as 

“children associated with armed forces and armed groups” with the following 

criteria: 

“any person below 18 years of age who is or who has been recruited or used by 
an armed force or armed group in any capacity, including but not limited to 
children, boys, and girls used as fighters, cooks, porters, messengers, spies, or 
for sexual purposes. It does not only refer to a child who is taking or has taken 
a direct part in hostilities.“2 
 

Moreover, the reasons that children become linked to the armed groups vary 

between countries. The armed recruitment of children has taken place in more than 

80 countries in which involved in a span of conflicts such as terrorism, ethnic 

conflict, and civil war. Since 1945, civil wars has caused more than 16.2 million 

                                                
1 “Child Soldiers Around the World.” Council on Foreign Relations. Council on 

Foreign Relations. Accessed September 13, 2019. https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/child-
soldiers-around-world 

2  “Paris Principles and Paris Commitments.” UNICEF, December 6, 2013. 
https://www.unicef.org/protection/57929_58012.html. 
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deaths in 75 out of 127 conflicts.3 Different armed groups display a different 

patterns of behaviour and approach in dealing with the country populations. 

Therefore, examining the usage of child soldiers and variations in conflict will 

involves an analysis of the strategies used by armed groups in their interaction with 

the government and civilians.  

Figure 1.1  

 

Data Source: Human Rights Watch4 

Sri Lanka is an island country in the South Asia that has been known for its 

post-independence history of political corruption. It is known as a multi-national 

state which formed with several ethnic groups with the divergence of language and 

                                                
3 Fearon, James D., and David D. Laitin. “Ethnicity, Insurgency, and Civil 

War.” American Political Science Review 97, no. 01 (2003): 75–90. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0003055403000534. 

4 Living in Fear: Child Soldiers and the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka.” Human Rights 
Watch, April 29, 2015. https://www.hrw.org/report/2004/11/10/living-fear/child-soldiers-and-
tamil-tigers-sri-lanka.. 
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region.5 The rebel war in Sri Lanka that was started in 1983 has been distinguished 

by enormous displacement of civilians, destruction of homes and infrastructures 

and horrific act of brutality on the civilian such as rape, killing and abduction. The 

devastating fight was primarily between the separatist Liberation Tigers of Tamil 

Eelam (LTTE) and Sri Lankan Army.6 The civil war that famously called “The Sri 

Lankan Civil War” caused by the ethnic conflict between the minority of Tamil 

People and the majority of the Sinhalese-Buddhist. After Sri Lanka gained its 

independence in 1948, the fight for dominance initially started when the Tamils 

requested for their part of justice, equality and inclusion which resulting on the 

rejection through non-violent manners at that time.7 However, the sense of anger 

and lack of faith had made the Tamils to form their own militant groups and started 

clashing with the Sri Lanka government. The civil war has gained international 

attentions because of the large use of child soldiers during the conflict. Thousands 

of children have been affected through severe displacement, loss of family 

members, traumatic events, and forced action into the armed forces and continuous 

violation of their human rights.8 

Since the war emerged in 1983, there were several endeavors to make peace 

negotiations between LTTE and Sri Lanka government which supported by 

international organizations. The condition became more complicated by the 

                                                
5 “Policy Research & Information Unit of the Presidential Secretariat of Sri Lanka.” 

2008. 
6 “The Sri Lankan Conflict.” Council on Foreign Relations. Council on Foreign 

Relations. Accessed September 14, 2019. https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/sri-lankan-
conflict. 

7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
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previous horrifying tsunami in December 2004 that killed 30.000 people.9 

Nevertheless, the violence was continued in 2006 which led to the massive assault 

held under control of the LTTE. By 2009, United Nations has recorded that more 

than 40.000 civilians were killed in the war.10  Likewise, the under-age recruitment 

often happens in the populations that are poor and hampering on psychological 

damage caused by reduced levels of trust in their authority figures. The abduction 

of children by rebel groups is often followed by acts of extreme violence against 

family or community members and caused a sense of fear and obedience toward 

the leader that led to prevention attempts to escape.11  

LTTE recruitment of these children was supported by several ways.12 First, 

they were influenced by LTTE propaganda that regularly exposed to the children 

to special events honouring LTTE, parade and display war as the right act. The 

speeches and videos were also displayed, resulting in the children drawn to the 

glamour setting as status and later joining the team. Secondly, the children who 

joined are mostly those who suffered and witnessed the injustice and abuse from 

the Sri Lanka security forces.13 Government abuse including detention, execution, 

torture, enforced disappearances and rape has made them driven to join the LTTE 

                                                
9 “Sri Lanka Profile - Timeline.” BBC News. BBC, April 25, 2019. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-south-asia-12004081. 
10 Ibid. 
11 "Child Soldiers in Sierra Leone and the Problems of Demobilisation, Rehabilitation and 

Reintegration into Society: Some Lessons for Social Workers in War-torn Societies." Taylor and 
Francis Online. Accessed February 26, 2019. 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02615470500487085?src=recsys&journalCode=cs
we20. 

12 “Living in Fear: Child Soldiers and the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka.” Human Rights 
Watch, April 29, 2015. https://www.hrw.org/report/2004/11/10/living-fear/child-soldiers-and-
tamil-tigers-sri-lanka. 

13 Ibid. 
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to protect their families and avenge their past abuses. Third, deprivation that 

includes poverty and lack of education supported the recruitment especially among 

Tamils of the eastern district that more poor and joining the LTTE was recognized 

as a better alternative. Lastly, force by the LTTE to the Tamil families has brought 

many children to the army. They were often become the subject of threats and 

harassments.14 

The aftermath of the armed conflict was the worst part of this dispute, 

especially for children. The rejection by a family members was one of the effects, 

their rejection from the family and communities were described as a result of their 

former relations with the rebels, the rejection was reported as particularly painful 

and humiliating.15 While joining the armed groups, the majority of the children 

were often reported having some form on injuries and some of them are serious. 

Many children also were left disabled and continued to live with pain of their 

injuries. Wounds that they gained became a significant and symbolic reminder of 

the cruelty and brutalization children endured during the conflict. Beside the 

physical injuries, the psychological damages of these injuries are also a main issue 

to be addressed.16 Furthermore, the children also suffered from the sense of loss, 

anxiety and sadness as result of displacement. Many children did not gain the 

information whether their families were still alive or dead and many left alone with 

no support system and place. In the context of loss, the loss of vital family members 

and guarding that was supposedly ensured children’s well-being was severe to the 

                                                
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 " Barbara, Joanna Santa. “The Impact of War on Children.” War and Public 

Health, 2008, 179–92. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195311181.003.0011. 
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development of children. With the following conflict, many children have been 

unable to attend school and their loss of education and activities led them to become 

violence group in their future and increase the country’s poverty.17 

Moreover, the reintegration of children becomes complicated due to the 

rejection of family members and resistance by community members who have been 

affected by the acts of violence caused by previously abducted children. 

Furthermore, some children even sold into national armed forces by their relatives 

and their family member will receive certain amount for the use of their child in the 

armed forces.18 These acts affect already damaged children, and strain their family 

bonds. The United Nations (UN) Peacekeeping operations had declared 

Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) following the case of child 

soldiers in the civil war. This issue has risen international concern to help the 

implementation of human rights for children. Not only UN, many Non-

Governmental Organizations (NGOs) were also involved in effort to help the issue.  

UNICEF that is mostly known as the United Nations of Children’s Fund is 

one of the international organization that works for children in need of protection. 

It was first established in December 11, 1946 and the first organization that formed 

in favour of children in the world. Nowadays, UNICEF is highly well-known and 

has works globally for children’s rights and well-being. UN General Assembly had 

also adopted the Declaration of the Rights of Children which focused on protection 

of children’s rights, health care, nutrition, education and protection from violence, 

                                                
17 Ibid. 
18 “UN Expert: Recruitment of Child Soldiers by Extremist Groups Rising.” Voice of 

America, n.d. https://www.voanews.com/africa/un-expert-recruitment-child-soldiers-extremist-
groups-rising. 
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and abuses.19 Since 1980, UNICEF has been working side by side with its partners 

to secure the children from armed forces in conflict affected countries such as Sri 

Lanka, Liberia, Myanmar and Sierra Leone. After the civil war in Sri Lanka, 

UNICEF had begun to work with the reintegration of the child soldiers which had 

been severely affected by the conflict in which supporting and caring for the 

physical, mental health, and well-being of the children after the conflict by giving 

them education and livelihoods training.20 

The efforts of UNICEF had manifested through the cooperation with the 

government, campaigning children’s rights in social media, and cooperation with 

other actors. UNICEF has been made a significance cooperation with the 

government, as they helped to support the government to become more strategic in 

resolving issues related to children in armed conflict. During the last decade, there 

were a massive recruitment of children to join the armed groups and UNICEF had 

made several program on tackling this issue. Moreover, the UNICEF efforts in 

social media also become their strategy on reaching emotional features to the 

civilians in Sri Lanka in order to stop the recruitment of these children into the 

armed groups. Lastly, the efforts of UNICEF in cooperation with other actors also 

manifested through seeking funds in order to develop its programs. Therefore, it is 

very interesting to study the effort that UNICEF accounted to help this issue and 

their effect and challenges when they faced with the child soldiers. 

                                                
19 Mingst, Karen. "UNICEF." Encyclopædia Britannica. April 11, 2019. Accessed April 

30, 2019. https://www.britannica.com/topic/UNICEF. 
20 “UNICEF Opens Transit Centre for Child Soldiers Freed by LTTE.” UNICEF, 

October 3, 2003. https://www.unicef.org/media/media_14891.html. 
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1.2 Research Question 

Based on conditions explained above, the author suggests the following 

research question: 

1. What are the factors that caused child soldering in Sri Lanka? 

2. What are the efforts of the UNICEF on tackling child soldiers issue in Sri 

Lanka? 

1.3 Research Objectives 

The objectives of the research is to identify the factors that causing child 

soldiering in Sri Lanka, in which observing by focused on the civil war that 

happened in the country and discovering through economic, political, and cultural 

in Sri Lanka and how it affects the recruitment of child soldiers. Moreover, this 

research also study the efforts of UNICEF regarding the rising of Child Soldiers 

during the Sri Lanka Civil War. In addition, analysing their contribution to the 

development and improvement policies and programs oriented towards the 

protection and rehabilitation of former child soldiers in the country.  

1.4 Significance of the Research  

The result of this research proposal will provide a knowledge on the reasons 

of children involvement into the Sri Lanka armed group during the civil war and 

how international organizations affects the development of children after the 

horrific conflict and experience as this proposal will be analysing on how UNICEF 

involved in tackling child soldiers issue in Sri Lanka during and after the civil war 

and the abduction to the armed forces. This topic is an essential topic, as it is not 
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only focus on the domestic concern in Sri Lanka but on international concern as 

this topic related to one of the international organizations. Furthermore, this topic 

also beneficial for further international organizations policy making on helping the 

children inflicted after the conflict like this happened. This proposal also aims to 

enrich the public insight regarding the effect of international organizations efforts 

on helping one of the world’s issues. Lastly, it is anticipated that this proposal will 

bring further benefit to the readers, not only for international relations major but 

also general public. 

1.5 Research Outlines 

This thesis will be written in 5 chapters, including: 

The first chapter, which is the introduction, will provide a brief summary of 

the main content of the thesis. It discussed about the background of the issue of 

child soldiers in the world, especially in Sri Lanka civil war that recruited children 

under the age of 18 years. Moreover, there is a involvement of UNICEF towards 

the issue. Furthermore, the research questions also mentioned in this chapter, as 

well as what this thesis tried to address, and the purpose of the thesis.  

The second chapter, which is the theoretical framework will compares and 

summarizes the previously written studies related to the topic of child soldiers and 

contributions of UNICEF towards the issue. In addition, this chapter will also 

elaborate the international relations theory and concept used as the framework to 

provide more analysis on this issue. 

The third chapter, which is the methodology of the thesis will provide 

explanations on the research approach, method and data collection technique. In 
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addition, provide the data analysis method used in analysing the data and 

information collected in which will answer the research questions of this thesis. 

The fourth chapter, which is the essential chapter of this thesis, will analyse 

and highlight all the data gathered about the UNICEF efforts on tackling child 

soldiers issue in Sri Lanka. This chapter will analyse the data in accordance to 

international relations theory and concept used in the second chapter and the 

discussion will be written based on the method explained in third chapter. The 

analysis of this chapter will further answer the research questions of this thesis 

regarding the factors that causing child soldering in Sri Lanka and UNICEF efforts 

on tackling the issue. 

The fifth chapter, which is the conclusion and recommendations, will 

summarizes and concludes all the factors that caused child soldering in Sri Lanka 

and the efforts of UNICEF on tackling the issue which had discussed in first chapter 

to fourth chapter. In addition, the chapter consists of some recommendations from 

the researcher based on all the analysis of the data during the research times, in 

which these recommendations might be useful to advance of international relations 

study. 

  


