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Compromise is a much used but little understood term. There is a sense 
in which it describes a set of feelings (the so-called spirit of compromise) 
that involve reciprocity, representing the agreement to make mutual con-
cessions towards each other from now on: no matter what we did to each 
other in the past, we will act towards each other in the future differently 
as set out in the agreement between us. The compromise settlement can 
be a spit and a handshake, much beloved in folklore, or a legally binding 
statute with hundreds of clauses.

As such, it is clear that compromise enters into conflict transformation 
at two distinct phases. The first is during the conflict resolution process 
itself, where compromise represents a willingness amongst parties to 
negotiate a peace agreement that represents a second-best preference in 
which they give up their first preference (victory) in order to cut a deal. A 
great deal of literature has been produced in Peace Studies and 
International Relations on the dynamics of the negotiation process and 
the institutional and governance structures necessary to consolidate the 
agreement afterwards. Just as important, however, is compromise in the 
second phase, when compromise is part of post-conflict reconstruction, 
in which protagonists come to learn to live together despite their former 
enmity and in face of the atrocities perpetrated during the conflict itself.

In the first phase, compromise describes reciprocal agreements between 
parties to the negotiations in order to make political concessions 
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sufficient to end conflict; in the second phase, compromise involves vic-
tims and perpetrators developing ways of living together in which con-
cessions are made as part of shared social life. The first is about 
compromises between political groups and the state in the process of 
state-building (or re-building) after the political upheavals of communal 
conflict, and the second is about compromises between individuals and 
communities in the process of social healing after the cultural trauma 
provoked by the conflict.

This book series primarily concerns itself with the second process, the 
often messy and difficult job of reconciliation, restoration and repair in 
social and cultural relations following communal conflict. Communal 
conflicts and civil wars tend to suffer from the narcissism of minor differ-
ences, to coin Freud’s phrase, leaving little to be split halfway and com-
promise on, and thus are usually especially bitter. The series therefore 
addresses itself to the meaning, manufacture and management of com-
promise in one of its most difficult settings. This book series is cross-
national and cross-disciplinary, with attention paid to inter-personal 
reconciliation at the level of everyday life, as well as culturally between 
social groups, and the many sorts of institutional, inter-personal, psycho-
logical, sociological, anthropological and cultural factors that assist and 
inhibit societal healing in all post-conflict societies, historically and in the 
present. It focuses on what compromise means when people have to come 
to terms with past enmity and the memories of the conflict itself and 
relate to former protagonists in ways that consolidate the wider political 
agreement.

This sort of focus has special resonance and significance for peace 
agreements is usually very fragile. Societies emerging out of conflict are 
subject to ongoing violence from spoiler groups who are reluctant to give 
up on first preferences, constant threats from the outbreak of renewed 
violence, institutional instability, weakened economies and a wealth of 
problems around transitional justice, memory, truth recovery and victim-
hood, amongst others. Not surprisingly therefore, reconciliation and 
healing in social and cultural relations are difficult to achieve, not least 
because inter-personal compromise between erstwhile enemies is difficult.

Lay discourse picks up on the ambivalent nature of compromise after 
conflict. It is talked about in common sense in one of two ways, in which 



ix  Series Editor’s Preface: Palgrave Studies in Compromise…  ix

compromise is either a virtue or a vice, taking its place among the angels 
or in Hades. One form of lay discourse likens concessions to former pro-
tagonists with the idea of restoration of broken relationships and societal 
and cultural reconciliation, in which there is a sense of becoming (or 
returning) to wholeness and completeness. The other form of lay dis-
course invokes ideas of appeasement, of being compromised by the con-
cessions, which constitute a form of surrender and reproduce (or disguise) 
continued brokenness and division. People feel they continue to be 
beaten by the sticks which the concessions have allowed others to keep; 
with restoration, however, weapons are turned truly in ploughshares. Lay 
discourse suggests, therefore, that these are issues that the Palgrave Studies 
in Compromise after Conflict series must begin to problematise, so that 
the process of societal healing is better understood and can be assisted 
and facilitated by public policy and intervention.

The contribution of one significant stakeholder to this process of com-
promise—that of ex-combatants—goes mostly unheralded. To their sup-
porters they are martyrs and heroes; to their detractors they are demons. 
What this volume calls the ‘martyr-hero-demon syndrome’ is, the editors’ 
point out, an unfruitful lens through which to understand ex-combatants, 
and the volume advocates a more nuanced moral framework to locate the 
transition they have made from war to peace. It is a compelling book 
because it deals with the messy and complex issue of the morality of 
political violence and the social and emotional reintegration of those 
responsible for it. This gives the volume a high level of originality.

The ‘martyr-hero-demon syndrome’ also fails to capture that most 
people do not emotionally engage them as martyrs, heroes or demons, 
but are simply indifferent to ex-combatants. There is an understandable 
sense in which ordinary people’s indifference makes them reluctant to 
applaud those who give up on the military struggle, since, they argue, 
they should never have taken up arms in the first place. This view is naïve 
and misplaced. Violence can be virtuous and necessary, especially in the 
context of decolonisation, human rights abuses, extreme structural 
inequality and repression. This naivety does mean, however, that militant 
groups never get the credit they deserve for shifting to a political strategy. 
In cases where they win, the new regime can quickly move on from war 
economies and war politics, finding ex-combatants an inconvenience, in 
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much the same way they find victims problematic. Post-apartheid South 
Africa comes closest to this case. When they lose, ex-combatants face a 
double bind, since criminalisation, social ostracism, rejection and neglect 
are added to the loss, as in Sri Lanka. In cases where there is a negotiated 
second-preference political settlement, ex-combatants have an ambigu-
ous status as a painful reminder of the legacy of war. This ambiguity is 
especially problematic where the mutually agreed settlement is fragile and 
contested. Ex-combatants in these circumstances become the focus of the 
contestation over the morality of the war and whether the violence was 
worth it. Northern Ireland represents such a case. The latest volume in 
this series, which addresses ex-combatants in Northern Ireland, South 
Africa and Sri Lanka, therefore has unusual pertinence since the position 
and status of ex-combatants in each country are quite different.

Another significant contribution made by this book is the way it com-
plements two earlier volumes in the series that captured the voices of 
victims in the same three case countries. Cross-national comparisons are 
useful in peace research but rarely attempted, often because peace pro-
cesses are quite different, and the comparisons made here with respect to 
the status and position of ex-combatants in these three countries allow 
contrasts to be drawn between the perspectives of victims and combat-
ants in the three places, and their differences.

Another theme of the volume makes for an even stronger justification 
for addressing ex-combatants, which is its focus on the transition many 
ex-combatants make toward engagement with peace. They can become, 
in the words of some authors, ‘peace warriors’, struggling as hard to con-
solidate conflict transformation as they once did in combat. Ex-combatants 
are often a significant constituency in support of political solutions and 
many become active in the search for compromise. Their involvement in 
‘bottom up’ restorative justice programmes is well documented. It often 
takes someone who fights a war to see its emotional costs; bystanders can 
be the most belligerent and uncompromising. For this reason, many of 
the chapters in this volume address the emotional landscape of ex-
combatants and give voice to the costs ex-combatants’ military engage-
ments caused them and to their desire for peace.

Ex-combatants are very heterogeneous as a category, and a further 
strength of this volume is the distinction it makes between types of former 
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combatants, including, for perhaps the first time, a comparison between 
the lived experiences of state veterans and non-state combatants. Significant 
differences are shown to exist in the re-integration process back into soci-
ety of former girl child soldiers, men, women and state veterans, as well as 
between the three case countries themselves. The parallels and the differ-
ences the authors identify on all these points of comparison make this a 
very useful volume and readers will find very much of interest in it.

A purple thread running throughout is the importance of considering 
gender when capturing the voices of ex-combatants; the editors make no 
apology for this. As the chapters richly show, militarised hyper-
masculinities are a feature of most male combatants, and women ex-
combatants tend to be silenced as a result. It is thus important to hear the 
voices of both men and women.

Readers should be warned that this book deals with issues that are 
controversial. Arguing that political violence can be both virtuous and 
necessary will be troublesome to pacifists and to political opponents, but 
this volume does not focus only on the revolutionary ‘voice’ but on all 
those who have taken up arms, including state veterans. It is original to 
consider non-state veterans and state veterans together. This book is also 
pioneering in bringing together experiences from the Global North and 
the Global South, without giving preference to either one. This volume 
therefore collects together researchers from across the generations and the 
Global North-South divide, in a way that promotes excellent scholarship 
from young researchers in the Global South.

The editors are aware that one of the weaknesses of edited collections 
is that they can be disjointed inasmuch as the individual chapters are 
written independently. To facilitate cross-referencing, the editors have 
provided a conclusion that draws the arguments together and added an 
introductory note to each chapter that ‘frames’ the issues it raises in the 
light of other contributions.

As Series Editor I very warmly welcome this latest addition to the Series.

Belfast, UK� John D. Brewer 
September 2020
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These volumes argued that victims needed to be mainstreamed in peace 
processes because they have a remarkable—and largely unexpected—
capacity to be moral beacons, able to engage in modes of reasoning and 
everyday practices that supported peacebuilding in the three case countries 
covered by the research programme. The two volumes made a strong case 
that victims’ voices should be heard above those who deign to speak on 
their behalf, for when we listen to ordinary victims, the majority have an 
emotional empathy with the erstwhile enemy that makes them an 
example of everyday peacebuilding and compromise that others might 
follow. We might call this the dignity of ordinary victims.

The current volume is complementary because it seeks to give voice to 
ex-combatants from the same three case countries, with one comparative 
case from elsewhere in the Global South. It has not emerged from the 
Leverhulme-funded research team, which was led by John Brewer as 
Principal Investigator, but from an idea suggested to him by Azrini 
Wahidin, whose pioneering work on women in the IRA was published as 
part of the Palgrave Studies in Compromise After Conflict Book Series 
(Wahidin 2016), which grew from the Leverhulme Trust research 
programme. The two editors have a long-time friendship and collaboration.

This volume on the voices of ex-combatants therefore owes its impulse 
to the two compendium volumes on victims’ voices, for the two editors 
of this volume aspire to give the same voice to ex-combatants as the earlier 
volumes did to victims. This volume has the same intellectual interest and 
motivation of its predecessors, therefore, in centring ex-combatants’ 
voices, their lived experiences, emotional landscape and their contributions 
to the respective peace processes in the three cases and elsewhere.

However, this volume is much more than a compendium. The focus 
on ex-combatants in South Africa, Northern Ireland and South Africa 
has value in its own right. There is intellectual coherence in the 
comparison. Ex-combatant issues in these three societies operate within a 
common legacy: the shadow of empire, a long political struggle of 
decolonisation, the material struggle against social injustice and inequality 
that marks the colonial experience, and the long and violent nature of 
their respective wars of independence and decolonisation. Each 
experienced conflict over what are alleged to be absolutist social cleavages, 
such as ethnicity (Sri Lanka), ‘race’ (South Africa) and religion (Northern 

  J. D. Brewer and A. Wahidin



3

Ireland), although in all cases the real division was political and revolved 
around the legitimacy of the state (for the debate about the political role 
that religion played in Northern Ireland, see Brewer and Higgins 1998; 
McGarry and O’Leary 1995; Mitchell 2006). The differences in their 
respective peace processes—the colonial model of regime change at the 
top with little change at the bottom (South Africa), a victor’s peace (Sri 
Lanka) and a negotiated second preference settlement (Northern 
Ireland)—afford the opportunity also to see whether this has an impact 
on the lived experiences of former combatants.

A comparison of ex-combatant issues in these three societies therefore 
throws into high relief some key questions about the motivations for 
engagement in military struggle, what the lived experiences are of the 
various categories of people who fought in these different kinds of war, 
and what legacy has been left for former combatants as each country 
moves forward on different paths. A number of common themes emerge 
from their comparison which focus the current volume: the nature of 
their respective demobilisation, demilitarisation and reintegration 
programmes, and their effectiveness; the effect of ongoing material 
inequalities faced by ex-combatants as a legacy of colonialism; the impact 
of masculinity and gender differences on the lived experiences of 
ex-combatants; the contested victim status of state veterans and 
ex-combatants’ ambivalent engagements with peace.

However, our readers will inevitably ask one question, which was not 
raised against the earlier two volumes on victims. Why a book on 
ex-combatants, considered by some as the least morally deserving 
stakeholder in a peace process? In this Introduction, we want to explain 
why we need a book on ex-combatants and to outline what is distinctive 
about this volume.

The late Christopher Hill, famous historian of the English civil war 
and a former Master of Baliol College, Oxford, put it better than we can 
when he remarked that history has to be rewritten for every generation, 
for while the past does not change, the present does, and each generation 
asks new questions and finds new areas of sympathy as it relives different 
aspects of the experiences of its predecessors. More than a quarter of a 
century has passed since the ending of apartheid in South Africa; it is 
nearly as long since the signing of the Good Friday Agreement in Belfast, 
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and it is 11 years since the massacre that annihilated the Tamil Tigers in 
Sri Lanka, bringing an end to its civil war. It is time, thus, for new 
generations to seek to understand its predecessors who went to war. As 
Christopher Hill might have put it, are there grounds for new 
understandings, if not sympathy, for the men, women and children who 
were combatants in each country’s war? To learn more about these 
combatants, all this time later, is the purpose of this book.

�The Rationale for the Book

A book on ex-combatants is important for two reasons: because it is chal-
lenging, and the challenge motivates us; but primarily because theirs is a 
voice relatively neglected, and they need to be heard as much as other 
stakeholders. Let us deal first with the challenge.

Ex-combatants pose a special problem for academic researchers. They 
invoke moral questions from which academics usually shy away. Whether 
we like it or not, the very language used to describe ex-combatants is 
morally loaded—terrorists, perpetrators, victimisers, wrongdoers—and is 
laden with moral judgement. As perpetrators, they have blood on their 
hands, forcing upon academics a moral dilemma about whether to engage 
with them or not. They are not normally, of course, the only ones to have 
killed; and thus they pose a moral dilemma of a different kind in forcing 
academics to distinguish between different kinds of perpetrators, choosing 
which to address and which to ignore. The fact that most perpetrators 
make moral claims about their motivation for involvement in armed 
struggle, which form part of the additional claims they make to be 
considered as victims, also obscures the moral debate surrounding 
perpetrators.

Moreover, the label ‘ex-combatant’ is not solely an abstract one; it 
refers to living, breathing people, with motivations, hopes, aspirations, 
fears and problems that are no less real because of the moral judgements 
made about them. For academics to treat these issues at face value, 
suspending moral considerations, and to consider ex-combatants as 
people with voices that need to be heard, is likely to open up researchers 
to all the moral contempt that some people reserve for certain perpetrators. 
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Research on ex-combatants requires otherwise tender academics to have 
thicker skins than they normally possess, since it is important to move 
beyond simple moral judgements and assumptions and to hear the voices 
of those coping on the ground with these problems. The hostility 
researchers face from a public opinion that resists hearing ex-combatants’ 
voices only reinforces the need for such an approach.

Research work on ex-combatants therefore pales in comparison to that 
on victims; their voice tends to be even more silent and ignored than 
victims. In one sense, of course, the field is already saturated with 
ex-combatants’ voices. A Google search will throw up many tens of 
thousands of references, but these will be disparate, hard to access, be of 
widely variable quality and be of multiple different kinds, only a 
proportion of which will be serious academic treatment. There are 
biographies aplenty by ex-combatants that glorify, aggrandise and 
romanticise their lives. YouTube has put these voices also to video and 
screen. The value of this edited collection is that it draws this focus 
together between the covers of one volume in a dispassionate manner. 
Much of the literature on the internet also reflects what in Chap. 2 Brewer 
calls the ‘martyr-hero-demon syndrome’, making either saints or devils 
out of combatants. Much of what is written by ex-combatants themselves 
is so self-aggrandising as to the meaningless to new generations who want 
to learn something of the life experiences of their predecessors. This 
syndrome is an inadequate moral framework to capture ex-combatants’ 
voices. The syndrome is offered as a formula for critiquing public 
representations of ex-combatants and the whole volume is designed to 
show the syndrome’s inadequacies as a way of understanding 
ex-combatants.

The politics of victimhood often contests, on moral and political 
grounds, that perpetrators be considered as moral agents. Their claims to 
victim status are particularly disputed. It is for this reason that 
ex-combatants rarely get the credit they deserve for giving up on violence, 
or for the moral courage they show in face of the threats they face from 
erstwhile colleagues who continue the military struggle. McEvoy and 
Shirlow (2009) described ex-combatants as ‘moral agents’ for their 
engagement with conflict transformation, whereas some victims complain 
about them receiving credit for something that was wrong in the first 
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place. Three points are worth making about this disjuncture. The first 
concerns perspective. Ex-combatants should be perceived as much in 
terms of what they do to assist a peaceful future as what they did in the 
violent past. Secondly, as we shall emphasise shortly, ex-combatants make 
moral claims that in part deal with culpability, arguing there was little 
choice but to take up arms. Thirdly, the distinction between victims and 
perpetrators is rarely simple, for multiple victimhood (Brewer 2010, 
p. 123ff) can result in groups being victims and perpetrators at the same 
time (also see Borer 2003). As Jankowitz (2018, p.  97ff) argues with 
respect to Northern Ireland, the ‘victim-perpetrator paradigm’, as she 
calls it, constructs them as binary and mutually exclusive categories, 
when in practice the categories are much more complex and interlinked. 
While the politics of victimhood leads some stakeholders to deny this 
penetration and complexity, viewing the categories in morally 
unambiguous terms between their ‘preferred victims’ and ‘dispreferred 
perpetrators’ (see Brewer et al. 2018b, p. 38ff for this distinction), this is 
not how perpetrators—or many victims—view themselves.

The aim of this book therefore is to contribute to the developing dis-
course on the experiences of ex-combatants by bringing together in one 
volume empirical research on the experiences of different types of former 
combatants from Northern Ireland, South Africa and Sri Lanka (with 
one comparative case from Uganda). The categories of ex-combatant we 
address here are men, women, child soldiers and state veterans, in the 
belief that they each have different lived experiences in the transition to 
peace. This approach helps us isolate the impact on masculinity and 
gender on ex-combatants’ lives, to explore the stigma faced by child 
soldiers, and to discuss the problematic status of state veterans. State 
veterans are not normally considered as ex-combatants in this sense, with 
the focus usually on combatants from non-state armed groups. Our three 
case countries throw up interesting questions about state veterans 
however, about how new regimes treat the state forces of now collapsed 
governments, and how democratic governments treat soldiers in 
peacetime. In many ways the lived experiences of state veterans after 
conflict can be as difficult as are those of non-state actors. Setting their 
experiences alongside categories more readily recognised as ex-combatants 
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allows us to broaden the understanding that new generations can have of 
their predecessors who were at war.

This volume aims to make the reader aware of the experiences of for-
mer ex-combatants transitioning from war to peace and to highlight a 
series of issues this transition throws up for each category. These issues 
include: their motivations for participation in the military struggle; their 
lived experiences in transitioning from war to peace; the emotional 
legacies, if any, of their former involvement in conflict; other social 
reintegration issues back into civilian status (material, economic, social, 
cultural, etc.); their ‘techniques of neutralisation’ in their accounts of 
their involvement as they look back, and the moral claims they make to 
victimhood status now; their engagement or not with reconciliation and 
peace today; and their feelings towards the peace process in their case 
country, such as the enduring legacy of colonialism, trauma and 
ambivalence towards the settlement.

This gives the volume a distinctive focus. It is designed to:

•	 Capture directly the voices of different kinds of ex-combatant in their 
own words.

•	 Provide the voice of those from below, the rank and file rather than 
political leaders.

•	 Provide insight into the transition issues facing former ex-combatants 
across their life course.

•	 Highlight the cultural, societal and emotional issues in the transition 
from war to peace as they affect ex-combatants.

•	 Explore the various contributions former combatants have made to 
post-conflict compromise, reconciliation and peacebuilding.

•	 Locate in a single framework the contrasting transition experiences of 
state veterans and other forms of ex-combatant.

•	 Isolate the gendered and post-colonial legacies of warfare as they con-
tinue to impinge on some forms of ex-combatant.

In what follows, we iterate the importance of these themes and validate 
them for different categories of ex-combatants in different national 
conflicts. While there are numerous cases that could have been chosen to 
highlight ex-combatants’ voices, we deliberately sought continuity with 
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the publications on victims’ voices in Northern Ireland, South Africa and 
Sri Lanka so as to be able to place the respective voices alongside each 
other. The chapters therefore take a case study format focusing on our 
case countries, since this reflects the regional areas of expertise of 
contributors. We therefore have explicitly not organised this book 
according to themes, as authors are mostly familiar with their own region 
of expertise. It is our job as editors in the Conclusion to draw together the 
themes as they emerge from the individual contributions. Chapters have 
been specially commissioned from recognised authorities with expertise 
in the case country. We deliberately neglected to invite some internationally 
well-known authors however, in order to ensure demographic diversity 
amongst our contributors, in terms of gender, ethnicity, stage of career 
and location. We were particularly concerned to invite authors in the 
Global South from amongst the formerly dispossessed and disadvantaged 
groups, as well as women. Nonetheless, there are some international 
scholars of renown amongst the contributors, allowing early career 
researchers to be published alongside them. Some chapters are written by 
practitioners in human rights groups, NGOs and in civil society groups, 
giving the volume the special perspective of that sector.
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2
Listening to Ex-combatants’ Voices

John D. Brewer

�Introduction

The focus of this volume is on ex-combatants who have transitioned from 
war to peace; it does not address combatants who still seek military solu-
tions to political conflicts. This book’s originality lies in the focus on 
representing ex-combatants’ voices from the wide range of types of for-
mer combatant it addresses within the one cover. This chapter elaborates, 
however, on the challenges that come with writing such a book. The 
moral contestation around the category means ex-combatants are rarely 
approached dispassionately. This chapter identifies what it calls the 
‘martyr-hero-demon syndrome’ and suggests that this syndrome is a dis-
torting moral framework with which to capture the lived experiences of 
ex-combatants transitioning to peace. Just as we now recognise the 
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complexity of victims’ voices and the positive contribution ordinary vic-
tims make as moral beacons to everyday life peacebuilding and compro-
mise, there is need to explore the complexity of ex-combatants’ voices 
and to establish their contribution or not to peacebuilding. This chapter 
therefore interrogates the complexity of ex-combatants’ voices by isolat-
ing different categories of ex-combatant in Northern Ireland, South 
Africa and Sri Lanka—men, women, child soldiers and state veterans. 
The inclusion of state veterans is important, for their lived experiences, 
reintegration problems, emotional landscape and moral ambiguities are 
normally overlooked in the ex-combatant literature. State veterans have 
some parallels with the conventional category of ex-combatants that 
dominates the research agenda. It is no doubt true that the Andy McNab 
style of memoir exists aplenty for state veterans, full of self-aggrandisement 
and sensationalism, but it is original for us here to include academic 
research on state veterans alongside the narratives of other categories of 
militarist.

�Research on Ex-combatants

There is now a growing academic literature on ex-combatants’ motiva-
tions to armed struggle (e.g., Brewer et  al. 2013; Elster 2004) and to 
commit genocide (Waller 2002), as well as the emotional and material 
costs of social reintegration back into civilian life after the war is over 
(e.g., McMullin 2013). Ex-combatants share with victims a personal leg-
acy from the war. Most people in peace processes wish to move on, to ‘get 
on with their lives’, but ex-combatants and victims alike are often unable 
to consign their experiences to the past; their lived experiences of transi-
tion reflect an ongoing legacy that remains with them.

Reintegration is a dominant concern in the ex-combatant literature. 
Demilitarisation, demobilisation and reintegration (DDR) policies are 
widely proffered as ways to deal with ex-combatants’ reintegration needs 
(see Schnabel and Ehrhart 2005). In some cases of regime change after 
war, a select number of ex-combatants can be absorbed into the defence 
forces or police, as benefitted some ANC militants in South Africa and 
ZANUPF in Zimbabwe. This rarely affects them all, leaving some 
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