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CHILDREN AND YOUTH IN 
ARMED CONFLICT: RESPONSES, 
RESISTANCE, AND PORTRAYAL  
IN MEDIA

Tamanna M. Shah

Ohio University, USA

ABSTRACT

This volume explores the intersection of youth agency, media representation, and 
conflict, urging a reevaluation of the roles of youth in contemporary socio-political 
contexts. Media serves as a tool for and a site of resistance. Chapters in this volume 
highlight ways in which children and youth leverage digital platforms to reshape 
narratives around conflict and peace. The compilation draws from a wide range 
of contexts, from the Balkan Wars to the current conflicts in Syria and Ukraine, 
offering in-depth analyses of the transformative potential of the (re)imagining 
of youth experiences, thus shifting from passive subjects to active narrators. This 
reorientation emphasizes the role of new technologies, including digital media and 
artificial intelligence, in supporting these endeavors, especially in enhancing mental 
health and psychological resilience among children affected by conflict.

Keywords: Media portrayals; everyday resistance; peacebuilding; digital 
narratives; youth agency; social activism

INTRODUCTION
While Volume I of the book, Children and Youth as ‘Sites of Resistance’ in Armed 
Conflict, informed us about celebrating the agency and the stories of survival, 
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resistance, and spirit of children and youth, this volume shifts focus to the out-
ward projections of these lived experiences. It aims to bridge the gap between 
individual experiences and societal perceptions by examining how these narratives 
are portrayed and perceived in the media. Simultaneously, it seeks to capture the 
“responses, resistance, and portrayal” of the narratives in the media. This volume 
examines how media shapes public perception of conflict and resilience by analyz-
ing its portrayal and reception across various platforms. As part of the Sociological 
Studies of Children and Youth, this compilation critically explores the complex 
interplay between media representation and youth agency in armed conflict. The 
chapters gathered here provide critical insights into how children and youth endure 
conflict and how their stories are told and retold in the public sphere, influencing 
advocacy, policymaking, and community responses worldwide.

Historically, the integration of new technologies has opened unparalleled 
opportunities for shaping the discourse of marginalized groups and facilitating 
decentralized communication during crises. Digital technologies have played a criti-
cal role in escalating tensions, exposing the brutality of authoritarian regimes, and 
strengthening calls for international support during times of war. These dynamics 
are particularly pronounced in a global political landscape marked by national-
ism, racism, and neoliberalism, which influence the daily lives of young people. 
Media not only consumes the attention of children and youth but also shapes the 
portrayal of their experiences and narratives. This volume delves into how digital 
media provides avenues for young people to navigate and contest their experiences 
of social injustice (Shah, 2019), turning media platforms into spaces of active resist-
ance (e.g., Curwood & Gibbons, 2010; Price-Dennis, 2016; Shah, 2021).

Scholars have extensively researched how young individuals produce digi-
tal media within community settings and family environments to articulate their 
identities and undertake social action (e.g., Ellison & Kirkland, 2014; Shah, 2020). 
Another body of work focuses on how the youth utilize media platforms to par-
ticipate in political activities (Jenkins et al., 2016; Kahne et al., 2016). The chap-
ters in this volume seek to redirect attention to how young people actively reshape 
their narratives, countering the usual marginalization or silencing of their voices 
(Thomas & Stornaiuolo, 2016). This act of restorying empowers youth to utilize 
digital tools to manifest their lived experiences and challenge dominant narratives 
(Stornaiuolo & Thomas, 2018). These acts of cultural production help young peo-
ple voice their perspectives and display a potential to impact the broader discourse 
on peacebuilding, infusing it with a deeper sense of structural equity.

The compilation investigates deep-seated issues such as trauma and online 
memorialization, examining their implications for human rights in these chal-
lenging environments (Shah, 2013). It scrutinizes the role of social media in 
youth activism within India and Israel–Palestine, including how poetry serves as 
a medium to express trauma. An in-depth analysis of the impact of Boko Haram 
on girls, portrayed through media, and social media narratives in the Israel–
Palestine conflict underscores the resilience and coping mechanisms that young 
individuals develop in response to traumatic events. Furthermore, the explora-
tion of Yugoslavian literature through feminist lenses, and the study of children’s 
art and poetry that arise from conflict, serves to amplify the voices of affected 
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youths. This nuanced exploration aims to inform policies and shape programs 
that prioritize the well-being and rights of children and youth post-conflict, offer-
ing insights into their roles as agents of change within their communities. As we 
reflect on these varied and intricate roles, it is imperative to recognize the necessity 
for further research that listens to and prioritizes these young voices in policy-
making and community engagements.

(RE)MAKING THE SELF AND IDENTITY
Identity and the self are concepts that have been used – and perhaps abused – 
across various contexts and for numerous purposes. The notions of self and what 
it means to possess an identity are often contested in spaces where collective 
claims of belonging are made. In these dominant political narratives, the self can 
become obscured as assumptions about identity prevail, dictating how it should 
be understood or defined. This often leads to the uniqueness of an individual’s 
identity being overshadowed, or individuals facing the arduous task of validat-
ing their identity (Shah, 2023, 2024b). Similarly, there is a struggle in how one 
envisions oneself  within the broader discourse of a national identity promoted 
by the state.

Our identity is something uniquely our own; it is what distinguishes us from 
others. Yet, identity also implies a connection to a broader collective or social 
group. Discussing national identity, cultural identity, or gender identity, for 
instance, suggests that our identity is partly defined by what we share with others. 
In this context, identity is about aligning with others who we believe are similar 
to us – at least in significant ways.

An assertion of  identity by the youth, particularly from subordinate social 
groups, is often constructed as a “social problem,” “at risk,” or “naïve” to 
be peacebuilding agents. This legitimizes state-driven narratives pushing the 
experiences of  children and youth as deficient to make any significant con-
tributions (Shah, 2024a). On the contrary, through the power of  their stories 
and art, children and youth echo Walter Benjamin’s (1986) idea that violence 
should neither be exercised nor be naively tolerated in our everyday lives. Yet, 
the reality of  postwar recovery across various nations often reveals a “vio-
lence continuum” that spans a spectrum of  aggressive behaviors, including 
domestic violence, sexual offenses, and more severe crimes like armed theft 
and abduction, as well as systemic injustices (Scheper-Hughes & Bourgois, 
2004; Whitehead, 2007).

Youth, significantly impacted by these harsh realities, find themselves bearing 
the burden, with families and societal institutions increasingly leaving them to 
devise their own coping mechanisms. The contributors of this volume highlight 
how narratives from young individuals in conflict settings reveal their interpreta-
tions of conflict within their everyday experiences and how they relate their stories 
to broader, adult-centric narratives prevalent in mainstream media. Restorying or 
reimagining narratives assert one’s existence and experiences in a space that fre-
quently silences subaltern voices (Thomas & Stornaiuolo, 2016).
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YOUTH CONFLICT NARRATIVES AND THE MEDIA
In contemporary societies, access to diverse mass media fosters new ways of 
imagining the communities and the broader world (Appadurai, 1996). Media, 
therefore, enables the construction or the imagining of a self  while the outside 
world is co-constructed. This process of imagination is identified as “a constitu-
tive feature of modern subjectivity” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 3) that acts as a “form 
of negotiation between sites of agency (individuals) and globally defined fields of 
possibility” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 31). However, the transmission and reception 
of mass media messages are complex and not merely passive (Spitulnik, 1993,  
p. 296). Denov (2012) argues that media is akin to an “ideological tool” that molds 
our perceptions and values, often echoing the dominant worldviews that media 
entities aim to propagate (Kellner, 2011). The portrayal of youth and children in 
media is frequently simplified and sensationalized (Booker, 2007). Such simplistic 
portrayals marginalize their experiences and obscure their active participation in 
shaping their environments.

The humanist approach to media representation often unintentionally evokes 
pity rather than empathy for conflict victims, casting them solely as passive suf-
ferers (Bleiker & Kay, 2007). In contrast, pluralist approaches allow individuals 
to document their own stories through media, validating diverse local knowledge 
and practices and challenging established power hierarchies often perpetuated by 
mainstream Western media (Bleiker & Kay, 2007, p. 151). Participatory media 
empowers individuals to actively engage in the construction of social meanings 
(Debrix, 2003, p. ix; Bleiker & Kay, 2007, p. 151), fostering a broader spectrum of 
voices and enriching our understanding of conflict scenarios (Gregory, 2006). As 
Appadurai (1996) argues, engagement with mass media can spark resistance and 
open up new possibilities for agency.

By engaging with participatory media, young people can break through con-
straints, reasserting their agency and altering perceptions of their role in society. 
In participatory media environments, children and youth are consumers and crea-
tors of content that reflects their unique perspectives and experiences. This shift 
from invisibility to visible agents of change allows them to challenge the narra-
tives that have traditionally defined them. Their stories, once made visible, reveal 
a resilience that contests and transcends the reductive portrayals often found in 
conventional media (Denov, 2012). Narratives are expressed by youth and chil-
dren in different forms: action, expression, rational, or moral tales. Through digi-
tal platforms, blogs, social media, and other forms of participatory media, they 
articulate their struggles and triumphs, contributing actively to the discourse on 
conflict and resistance. Art, poetry, and songs serve as powerful platforms for 
resistance, transcending mere esthetic appeal to act as formidable tools for social 
and political change (Shah, 2012). These forms of cultural expression provide 
marginalized voices a canvas to articulate their grievances and aspirations, often 
challenging oppressive systems and advocating for transformative shifts in soci-
ety. This participation enriches the media landscape and empowers them, offering 
a counter-narrative that emphasizes their strength and resilience as potent forces 
in the pursuit of peace and justice.
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SCOPE OF CONTRIBUTIONS
This volume is structured into three distinct parts. The first section presents youth 
voices of resistance as they interact with various forms of media. Here, young 
individuals articulate their everyday realities and desires for how their traumatic 
experiences should be understood by others. The second section shifts focus to 
how the media interprets and portrays the experiences of children and youth, 
examining the narratives that are constructed around them. The final part of the 
volume looks forward, to exploring the potential for hope and healing through 
the application of artificial intelligence for children and youth impacted by the 
traumas of war and conflict.

In Part I, Sophia Koleno starts us off  with Between Hope and Death: Shaheed 
as Equipment for Living Amid Palestine’s Youth, which critically examines the 
complex meanings associated with the concept of shaheed (martyrdom) among 
Palestinian youth. By integrating the Islamic concept of ayah with Kenneth 
Burke’s notion of narratives as “equipment for living,” Koleno reframes shaheed 
not as a glorification of death but as a deep source of resilience and a means to 
navigate the challenging realities of conflict. This analysis reveals how youth in 
Gaza utilize shaheed as a form of resistance, countering the negative stereotypes 
often perpetuated in Western media to reposition it within a broader existential 
and spiritual context.

In Chapter 2, Eva Tamara Asboth and Michaela Griesbeck analyze “Children 
of the Balkan Wars”: Responses and Resistance to War-related Media Content 
in Bosnia–Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, and Serbia, where they explore the 
intricate relationship between post-war generations in Bosnia–Herzegovina, 
Kosovo, Montenegro, and Serbia and the media content related to the conflicts 
experienced during childhood. They highlight how young lives engage with media 
as a form of everyday resistance, opting to sidestep traditional media narratives 
that often perpetuate nationalistic and ethnopolitical ideologies. Instead, the 
youth actively seek out and distribute alternative narratives and historical facts 
through digital platforms, thus redefining their roles from passive recipients to 
active shapers of media discourse. Such narratives underscore their role in chal-
lenging and reshaping the collective memory and national narratives prevalent in 
their respective societies.

Chapter 3 is a journey into the civil war in Syria and the full-scale war in 
Ukraine. Iuliia Hoban and Denise R. Muro, in a heart-wrenching comparison, 
provide first-hand accounts of Ukrainian and Syrian children, utilizing diaries as 
a medium to explore their experiences of conflict and resistance. By focusing on 
the children’s written words, the chapter illustrates how these young individuals 
document their lives amid the chaos and actively engage in the narrative con-
struction and resistance against the militarization of their everyday lives. Their 
stories underscore the children’s agency in shaping the discourse around their 
experiences, challenging dominant narratives, and offering nuanced insights into 
the complexities of life in war-torn regions. The last chapter in this section exam-
ines the role of creative expression and the use of art and poetry by children and 
youth as coping mechanisms and forms of resistance (Chapter 4). Raghu Yadav 
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and Rose Williamson present an intersection of trauma, resilience, and creative 
expression. They emphasize the transformative power of art, highlighting how 
the genuine and raw outputs from young individuals facilitate personal healing 
and function as powerful tools for social change and resistance.

In Part II of the volume, Dr. Erin L. Ryan draws attention to the media por-
trayal of young children during mass trauma experiences. This analysis contrib-
utes uniquely to the themes of “responses, resistance, and portrayal in media” by 
emphasizing how strategic media use can foster resilience and a theory of mind 
in children amidst conflicts (Chapter 5). Dr. Erin L. Ryan explores the delicate 
balance of exposure and protection that media offers, presenting media as a dual 
force that can either exacerbate trauma or aid in healing and resilience. Through 
an in-depth examination of how media shapes the experiences and perceptions 
of young children during wartime, this chapter highlights the potential vulner-
abilities and the powerful agency of children in conflict zones. Dr. Erin L. Ryan’s 
emphasis on using media strategically to support children’s development and 
well-being offers a hopeful perspective on intervention strategies that can be uti-
lized in conflict and post-conflict settings.

After a unique take on media, we are presented with the metaphor of chil-
dren throwing stones, analyzed as symbols of counter-hegemony, reflecting the 
complex interaction between local struggles and global media narratives by Dr. 
Kazım Tolga Gürel (Chapter 6). This analysis presents how Kurdish children, 
represented through their resistance in stone-throwing, are often portrayed in the 
media under frameworks that serve state or corporate interests, overshadowing 
their agency and the socio-political context of their actions. On a related note, 
it also explores the role of state policies in perpetuating certain narratives while 
silencing others, thereby contributing to a broader discourse on the intersection 
of media portrayal, youth activism, and resistance in conflict settings.

In Chapter 7, Aya Diab and Danielle L. Johnson focus on how children trapped 
in armed conflict are memorialized in online spaces, using the Syrian Civil War 
as a context. This analysis unveils a dual theme of visibility and blame within 
these digital memorials. Children, although central to the narratives of war and 
conflict, often remain underrepresented in memorials, highlighting a concerning 
trend of their absence in discussions where they should be prominently featured. 
This omission underscores a broader issue of their marginalization in conflict 
narratives and as overlooked agents within media portrayals. Furthermore, the 
chapter discusses the allocation of blame for the children’s deaths, demonstrating 
how online platforms serve as arenas for both grief  and political expression.

Sonali Jha and Mary-Magdalene N. Chumbow explore the complex inter-
play between social media and youth activism in the context of the 2023 Israel–
Palestine conflict, particularly focusing on Instagram’s role as a crucial platform 
for resistance and dissemination of unfiltered frontline perspectives (Chapter 8). 
Their analysis through the Textual–Visual Thematic Analysis of Instagram con-
tent reveals how youth leverage digital platforms to document events and rally 
international support, shaping public discourse and contributing to the narra-
tive of resistance. This goes to show that youth not only experience conflict but 
actively engage in shaping perceptions and responses through media portrayal. 
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The youth demonstrate their roles as significant agents in contemporary forms of 
activism and resistance.

Continuing with an exploration of media portrayals, Haoyue Zhang show-
cases the interplay between cinema and the shifting perceptions of childhood 
within the context of China’s dramatic socio-economic transformations over the 
decades (Chapter 9). Zhang’s analysis focuses on two seminal films by director 
Chen Kaige, Yellow Earth and Together, which reflect the evolution of family 
structures from a collective, state-oriented system to a more individualistic and 
neoliberal framework. The films portray children as central figures whose experi-
ences and voices challenge and resist the imposed narratives of authority and 
tradition. Through the lens of these narratives, Zhang articulates how the chil-
dren’s roles evolve from passive participants to active agents who both question 
and redefine their identities within the changing landscapes of family and society.

Julija Ovsec’s chapter in the volume delves into the harsh realities faced by chil-
dren during the Balkan wars of the 1990s (Chapter 10). Ovsec’s work is grounded in 
the analysis of literary portrayals, particularly focusing on novels like Ukulele Jam 
by Alen Mešković and Hotel Zagorje by Ivana Simić Bodrožić. These narratives 
offer insights into how war accelerates the coming of age for its youngest partici-
pants, casting light on their rapid loss of innocence and the intense, often violent 
upheavals that redefine their identities and social roles. By examining how these 
young characters navigate contentious spaces, Ovsec highlights their resilience 
and the transformative potential of their stories, aligning closely with the broader 
themes of resistance and identity reshaping within the context of armed conflict.

Uche Aguh’s Sambisa (2016) serves as a poignant case study illustrating the 
complex roles of children in the mechanisms of terrorism within Nigeria, par-
ticularly under the influence of Boko Haram (Chapter 11). Stephen Ogheneruro 
Okpadah and Damilare Ogunmekan discuss the psychological impact and the 
instrumentalization of children within these violent networks, emphasizing the 
critical role children play and challenging the traditional narratives of victim-
hood by highlighting their agency in situations of armed conflict and terror-
ism. In Chapter 12, Omama Al-Lawati reflects on the resistance literature by the 
Palestinian writer Ghassan Kanafani. This genre depicts experiences of resist-
ance and resilience amidst colonization, often investigating the personal struggles 
of writers within contexts of injustice and oppression. When created for children 
and youth, the literature of resistance diverges from that intended for adults for 
many reasons. Mustafa employs a dual analytical approach to offer a comprehen-
sive understanding of how resistance is conveyed in the chosen narratives and the 
extent to which these stories fulfill their intended objectives.

The final chapter of the volume brings together ideas and solutions to encour-
age the use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in the detection of emotions (Chapter 13).  
Javed M. Shah and Tamanna M. Shah introduce the EmoGenPath model – an 
AI-driven approach designed to offer adaptive therapy tailored to children and 
youth impacted by war. EmoGenPath utilizes advanced machine-learning tech-
niques to provide a personalized therapeutic experience that respects the cul-
tural and emotional diversity of its users. The innovative use of AI in therapy 
underscores a progressive step in leveraging technology to address the complex 
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psychological needs of young survivors in conflict zones, emphasizing the impor-
tance of ethical implementation and culturally sensitive interventions to foster 
resilience and recovery.

BEYOND SURVIVAL: ENACTING  
TRANSFORMATIVE CHANGE

The inspiration behind this volume was to bring to the fore the adversities young 
people face in war zones and to spotlight their capacity for resistance. While explor-
ing their trauma, hardships, and resilience and how these experiences shape the  
self  was crucial, an equally important focus was the portrayal and influence of 
these narratives in the media. Several chapters challenge the dominant narrative 
that portrays children and youth as victims or passive bystanders, highlighting 
instead their active participation in shaping their circumstances and engaging in 
resistance, whether through direct action or cultural and digital expressions.

Scholars contributing to this volume critically assessed how young people’s 
struggles and resilience are depicted across various media platforms, acknowledg-
ing the empowering aspects of media that allow youth to voice their stories and 
the potential for misrepresentations or oversimplifications. Another important 
theme is the use of new technologies, including artificial intelligence and digital 
platforms, to support children’s mental health and well-being affected by conflict. 
This includes developing adaptive therapies sensitive to the users’ cultural and 
emotional contexts, highlighting a forward-thinking approach to humanitarian 
aid. There is a strong emphasis on ethical considerations when deploying technol-
ogies in sensitive environments, advocating for culturally appropriate approaches 
that prioritize young individuals’ safety and privacy.

By focusing on the active roles of children and youth in conflict and peace pro-
cesses, this volume contributes to a broader understanding of them as critical polit-
ical and social actors, rather than passive entities. Through these chapters, which 
span diverse conflict contexts, we bridge sociology, political science, psychology, 
and media studies to offer a comprehensive view of the challenges and potential of 
studying youth in conflict zones. There are valuable lessons for everyone in this vol-
ume. The in-depth analyses of various case studies and technological interventions 
provide actionable insights for policymakers, practitioners, and NGOs to address 
children’s rights, mental health, and conflict resolution issues. Overall, the book 
positions children and youth not merely as survivors of conflict but as essential and 
influential contributors to societal change and peacebuilding, urging a reevaluation 
of their roles in international discussions about war, peace, and recovery.
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