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Child Murder in the Press  
of Trinidad and Tobago 

TTT   
VALERIE YOUSSEF 

 

Introduction 

 

The particular plight of the children of Trinidad and Tobago (T and T) as victims of physical and 

sexual abuse, sometimes culminating in murder, continues to be a matter of grave concern as the 

following newspaper quotation from a period of apparently escalating crime against children 

indicates: 

 

T and T has an advantage over the rest of the Caribbean. [It] rests [economically] 

comfortably atop the pile of rapidly progressing nations—we face, [however], the we face, [however], the we face, [however], the we face, [however], the 

afflicting condition of children growing older without experiencing a childhoodafflicting condition of children growing older without experiencing a childhoodafflicting condition of children growing older without experiencing a childhoodafflicting condition of children growing older without experiencing a childhood 

(Guardian, 22 April 2006).  

 

The particular context to which this quotation alludes is that of the continuing experience of 

violence as normative to the child’s environment(s) in a time and place where superficially better 

might be expected. Indeed, this common feature of childhood existence throughout the Caribbean 

is not lessened by Trinidad and Tobago’s greater relative economic prosperity: violence within the 

home is commonplace and outside it is equally so.  
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A long and tortured history has exacerbated this situation, beginning even before slavery and 

consummated later in indenture. The introduction to Writing Rage (Morgan and Youssef, 2007) 

notes as follows: 

 

The decimation of indigenous tribes, successive waves of human migration, 

geographical displacement of populations, the institutionalised violence of 

African slavery and the only minimally less disruptive and brutal East Indian 

indentureship, have, in the main, produced the contemporary population of the 

Caribbean. Caribbean social structure is rooted in the epistemic and social abuses 

of slavery and imperialism. It is within this framework that the current 

phenomenon of violence must be understood; for violence does reproduce itself, 

and there are significant continuities between violence enacted against a society 

or portion thereof and its reproduction among individuals so brutalized and 

damaged (3). 

 

Out of such a history, violence emerged as normative at every stage of development, and today the 

stresses which engender and exacerbate violence are as present as they have ever been. These 

stresses include poverty, lack of education, underemployment, inadequate housing, high levels of 

social disorganization and social isolation, conflict, stress and, of course, individual pathologies.  

 

At a social level, it is recognized that widespread step-parenting does not help the situation of 

violent familial encounter; the reality is that young women continue to enter readily into 

relationships with men whom they know to be violent and to submit their children to the 

consequences of these unions. Incest and related child abuse are commonplace but drastically 

under-reported (UNDP, 1999). The Child Line Centre has reported an increase in every kind of child 

abuse but victims are still not coming forward (Guardian, 13 December 2009).  

 

In addition, access to pornography involving children over the Internet is increasing, and sexual 

crimes by children against other children are thereby being exacerbated, as well as those of adults 

against children. 

 

This article considers the press depiction of two cases of child abuse murder, specifically the 2006 

deaths of two of the nation’s children: Sean Luke and Emily Anamanthodo. It questions the nature 

of their depiction on a number of fronts and argues that such coverage actively reproduces the 

crimes by its very method of reporting, exposing families to re-victimization in the descriptive detail 

presented, and even encouraging further crime by aspects of their reporting which will be detailed. 

Whilst some very useful commentary articles are produced which enhance advocacy on the behalf 

of children, concern for the victims and their families and for the good of the society overall requires 

that much harmful coverage be re-considered.  

 

What the Newspapers Say 

 

A number of criticisms have been put forward on the representation of crime in ‘first world’ 

newspapers. It has been found in British and American contexts that the crime stories which are 

selected for print are not necessarily representative of the spectrum of crime that occurs but that 

there is a focus on murder and sex crimes and that, among the latter, there is a preference for 
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reporting stranger assault even though abuse by relatives is far more common (Tiegreen and 

Newman, 2009). Unsurprisingly, offenders of colour make the news. In a five-year study of crime 

reports by Time Magazine, for example, whenever race was mentioned, 74% of the references were 

to non-whites, whereas only 28% of those actually arrested were non-whites (Barlow et al., 1995). 

These kinds of news reports have been linked causally not only to escalating fear and insecurity but 

also to particular kinds of exacerbated prejudice, which, at the same time, preserve the face of the 

empowered population. 

 

Irresponsible press coverage is not peculiar to our nation then and it is widely recognized that 

newspapers in both the United Kingdom and the United States are increasingly motivated by 

sensationalism and tabloidization. Regarding the latter, Sparks (1) reports ‘the high standards of 

yesterday are being undermined by sensationalism, prurience, triviality, malice and plain simple 

credulity’. While it is acknowledged that the majority of reports entail sensationalism, the real effects 

of such reports in ‘distorting and exploiting’ a most serious problem (Signorielli, 1980) are often 

ignored. Seven major criticisms have been levelled against such journalism in the UK context 

(Franklin and Parton, 1991). The criticisms include not just sensationalism, but also bias, 

oversimplification, inaccuracy and misrepresentation; the tendency to seek scapegoats or someone 

to blame, regardless of their actual culpability; and the capacity for displaying both racism and 

sexism. 

 

With specific reference to the undue publicity being given to victims of criminal attacks and their 

families, Jones, Finkelhor and Beckwith  (3) note that this trend continues in the United States, not 

so much in the cases of sexual crime, but especially in cases where the perpetrator is a ‘high profile’ 

individual. They note too that it continues despite evidence indicating that a victim’s stress, trauma 

and social maladjustment have been found to be exacerbated by thoughtless publicizing of the 

victim’s details: 

 

Shame is a stronger predictor of ongoing trauma and depression for victims than 

the severity of the abuse or the nature of the victim offender 

relationship….Publicity around a child’s victimization heightens a child’s risk of 

experiencing shame and stigmatization (Jones, Finkelhor, and Beckwith 349) 

 

The UK National Commission of Inquiry into the Prevention of Child Abuse (1997) argued that the 

media needed to take into consideration the best interests of children in reportage about them, 

and it was argued in Victoria, Australia, under the Judicial Proceedings Act of 1958 that individuals, 

including children, have a right to privacy and respect in cases wherein they are victims of crimes.  

 

Muncie (2000), a criminologist working in the Irish context, presents another perspective. In 

discussing the sensationalist coverage of violent crime and its effects, he goes so far as to state that, 

far from abhorring it, there must be a public desire for reading of it, for violent crime to be so 

regular a part of our news media diet. He also refers to the obvious added satisfaction brought to 

perpetrators of such crimes by their detailed press coverage, and O’Mahony (1996) refers to the 

peculiar voyeuristic engagement of the press writers themselves. 

 

Specifically in Trinidad and Tobago, the press has undergone a gradual process of tabloidization 

over a period of approximately thirty years, apparently in response to the need to maintain sales at 
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any cost. The Guardian, dating back to 1917, is the oldest daily newspaper in Trinidad and Tobago. 

The newspaper was published as a broadsheet initially but changed to tabloid format, known as 

the ‘G-sized Guardian’, in November 2002. In June 2008, the paper again changed its format to a 

smaller size tabloid. The Express was founded in 1967 and a rivalry was immediately established 

with this newer newspaper that was reputed to have a more intellectual perspective. The Newsday 

emerged in the 1990s as ‘the people’s newspaper’ and the enhanced tabloidization in all three 

newspapers may partially be in response to the sales enjoyed by this newest contender for the field. 

 

When we examine the criticisms above of the first world press scene we recognize that they all 

pertain to our own local situation; a 2005 investigative report which was discussed at a recent 

Criminology Conference at the University of the West Indies, St. Augustine, in April 2009, comes 

immediately to mind as an example of biased representation (Youssef, 2009b). In a case of long-

term sexual abuse of two young girls, and in an article which sought redress of the apparent 

incapacity of the appropriate authorities to take cognizance of the situation, the mother of the girls 

was made the scapegoat, her apparent irresponsibility being headlined, detailed and reiterated, 

while the perpetrator was rarely referred to and the abuse presented as if it had no author. 

 

Far from protecting anyone’s privacy, save perhaps the perpetrator’s, for he is often depicted merely 

as ‘a male relative’, reporting articles in Trinidad and Tobago’s press seem to focus on exposing the 

most horrendous cases of child abuse and detailing sexual abuse in unnecessary detail and with 

much repetition (Youssef, 2009a, 2010). In Youssef (2010), I show the way in which the press 

coverage of sex crimes against young women, passing through the magistrate’s court, regularly 

gives every sordid physical detail of the crimes whilst simultaneously giving full biographical detail 

of the victim, as well as the offender when he is of the lower class. Following those crimes across 

the three major daily newspapers, it was found that there seemed to be some differences in 

emphasis among them although they all covered the same events; consistently though, crime detail 

and identity of victims were included. In the course of my research, it was reported to me that some 

persons actually follow the stories across the three newspapers in the same way as they might 

follow a cartoon series.  

 

Whilst investigative reports and professional articles on problems of child abuse may broadly be 

supported, news reports which frequently depict sex crimes in ways that offend many, and which 

further victimize the victim and/or their family by the unfortunate publicity, are to be deplored. Any 

time that pure evil is over represented, it has the potential for penetrating the very core of those it 

touches and destabilizing in profound ways.  

 

Approach 

 

It is said that the media reflect the dominant ideologies through which the empowered in society 

control our thinking (e.g. Fairclough, 1995). They are, however, in their own right, builders of our 

realities and play a substantial role in determining what we view as normal or deviant in today’s 

world. It has been argued that they are ‘a kind of deviance defining elite’ articulating for us ‘the 

proper bounds of behavior’ (Ericson 3). The media have been criticized for publishing too much 

bad news, but it may be argued that the audience actually pay more attention to stories about 

crime and disaster than to good news (Muncie, 2000). For this reason they merit our careful 

scrutiny.  
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Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) has consistently taken issue with the linguistic representation of 

events in the media (e.g. Fairclough, 1995, van Dijk, 1985, 1991) as well as in other public fora. It 

argues that these fora manipulate the facts both through their organizational structure (macro-

level) and through the linguistic means with which they choose to represent and discuss their 

topics (micro-level). Writers have power over their representation of events in that they can 

foreground certain events and their details, while backgrounding others. If we consider the 

representation of culpability, it can be observed that writers may draw attention to the perpetrators 

of crimes by naming them or at least making them the subject focus of the sentence or they can 

obscure them through passivization which brings the acted upon into subject position and quite 

frequently does not mention the actor at all
1
. They can also nominalize actions and prevent them 

from being associated with specific individuals or groups by abstraction or generalization, e.g. 

‘Raping took place regularly’. Their depictions, however constructed, condition the readers’ focus 

on certain elements of each news item they depict. We must also be aware that in describing an 

event, the writer selects detail to highlight aspects of the story being told and both the selection 

process and the style adopted for its representation are key to the impression of reality with which 

the reader walks away. 

 

The structure of news reports was early delineated by van Dijk (1985; 1988; 1991) who established 

a schematic structure for news discourse at a macro-level into which the meaning content is 

inserted in very particular ways. News has a “relevance structure” with the Headlines expressing 

necessarily the most important segment of the news item. Not only does the Headline give a topic 

but it has the capacity for being emotionally loaded and biased; nonetheless, it is what the reader 

sees immediately, it gives the reader a particular perspective, and it is on this basis and through this 

filter that he or she reads further or does not. Subheads can be as important as headlines. The Lead, 

in turn, is critical for providing an encapsulated interpretation which further constrains the 

processing of the topic. 

 

Beyond this initialization of the text there is customarily a Main Event which is presented to the 

audience in the body of the text; in some cases there may be several of these main events, 

particularly where one is consequential on another. There is also Background, which may be 

provided to explicate the Main Event; whether that background be historical, focused on previous 

events or other contextual circumstances, it places and grounds the Main Event(s). Finally, there 

may be some level of Comment by the writer on the events depicted (van Dijk 1985, 86-87).  

 

In CDA, both van Dijk (1985) and Fairclough (1995) identify three analytical foci in analysing any 

communicative event. For van Dijk, the three dimensions of ideological analysis are discourse, 

sociocognition, and social analysis. For Fairclough they are the text (e.g. a news report), discourse 

practice (the process by which it is produced and consumed) and sociocultural practice (e.g. social 

and cultural structures which motivate and occasion the communicative event) (Fairclough 57). 

Because it speaks more specifically to the genre under discussion, we will adopt Fairclough’s 

analytical model here. On the one hand then, one must analyse the text linguistically to highlight 

                                                           
1
 
1
 The normal Active sentence order for English is Subject-Verb-Object with the ‘doer’ or agent of 

an Action normally fulfilling the Subject role. In order to avoid naming a ‘doer’ it is often the case 
that the Passive may be used such that the Object becomes Subject and the agent or ‘doer’ does 
not have to be mentioned. This is termed an agentless passive as the example above demonstrates. 
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emphases which may pass unnoticed while nonetheless affecting the reader, but at the same time 

it is necessary to link what is said to the way in which the news text is produced and consumed 

and, in the final analysis, to the social forces behind that. 

 

A number of questions demand address: We need to zone in not only on the manner in which the 

newspapers report the horrendous crimes which come under discussion but also on how this 

reportage fits into the diet of newspaper reading that the public has come to accept in Trinidad and 

Tobago, and further, how these speak to the condition of society as a whole. What is the real and 

cultural function of these articles? What does this kind of journalism say about this genre in Trinidad 

and Tobago? How does this kind of discourse speak to gender relations in the country? How is this 

kind of discourse potentially linked to sex crimes in the country? 

 

Methodology 

 

The data I will be discussing was collected as part of a newspaper corpus accessed in the latter part 

of 2006 from the three daily newspapers, when all articles pertaining to crimes against children and 

young persons over a three-month period were isolated and collected, whether they were actual 

news reports, discussion articles, expert opinions or editorials. Within this three-month period, the 

two child murders under discussion here were perpetrated and were widely reported and 

discussed across the media. However, in terms of reportage, focus would be on the three print 

media alluded to previously, since they constitute the daily newspapers of continued recognized 

quality in the nation at large.  

 

The data was allowed to speak for itself in that the nature of analysis selected was not pre-

standardized but rather responsive to the linguistic strategies which emerged in the data itself. 

Attention was paid to overall structure of the articles with concern for overall coherence and 

cohesion as well as consideration of grammaticalized and lexical dimensions within the writing. No 

attempt was made to analyse the differences among the newspapers for this particular study. 

 

The following discussion focuses particular attention on the selection of the detail of crimes 

perpetrated against children in the news reports and on the organizational frame of the discourse. 

What is a little different about the news ‘boundaries’ in the first case is that the Headlines and Leads 

often appear as ‘red herrings’, promising new news but in effect making space for the rehashing of 

the lurid details of the crimes or for the emotions of the parents to be replayed again. 

 

The Coverage of Child Abuse resulting in Death 

 

In 2006, as noted earlier, Trinidad and Tobago was subjected to two tragic deaths upon which the 

media focused an inordinate amount of attention: the first was the murder of Sean Luke, aged six, 

on 28 March, and the second of Emily Anamunthodo, aged four, brutally killed on 15 May.  

 

These were by no means the only child deaths at the time, as several articles noted that there had 

been twenty-five (25) killings of children in the previous year, though only two (2) of children under 

fourteen (14), and already there had been between four (4) and nine (9) such killings in 2006; the 

actual numbers differed from article to article and from newspaper to newspaper.   
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Sean Luke 

On 28 March 2006, Sean Luke was beguiled into a canefield by two teenage boys who 

subsequently submitted him to brutal sexual torture which resulted in his death. On 30 March 

2006, the two boys were held for the killing, but even before that the family, and specifically the 

mother, was barraged by reporters who sought out what detail they could extract for their 

readership. There was apparently little consideration of the family’s right to privacy and dignity in 

their grief but a relentless pursuing of them and exposition of their torment. Adrian Boodran, 

writing in the Guardian on 29 March, in an article headlined ‘Mum wants FBI to help in Probe of ‘Mum wants FBI to help in Probe of ‘Mum wants FBI to help in Probe of ‘Mum wants FBI to help in Probe of 

Son’s Death’Son’s Death’Son’s Death’Son’s Death’, reports, ‘The couple hugged each other and cried and Pauline screamed ‘Seanee’ 

while Daniel collapsed on his knees and cried’. 

 

The reader is given to understand that the mother was asked to detail more of the child’s life story 

and hers, questioned about possible suspects at the time, and then taken off into a description of 

her son. ‘“That child is an angel” she said of her son. That child is never a wicked child. He curious, 

that is all. Never wicked. Never naughty”.’ 

 

All this seems far from the Headline and a digression into Background information which exposes 

the family’s pain and vulnerability. Ultimately, the mother appealed for support in finding the 

perpetrator of the crime and stressed the need for keeping our children ‘close’. For the record, her 

request to the FBI was not mentioned in the article. There was, however, a subheading: ‘Autopsy ‘Autopsy ‘Autopsy ‘Autopsy 

Revelation’Revelation’Revelation’Revelation’ which was developed as follows: 

  

An autopsy…confirmed he was sodomized. A female relative who witnessed the autopsy said the 

doctor told members of the family this was the worst case he had ever witnessed. All of Luke’s 

internal organs were “smashed up” after a stalk of sugar cane was rammed into his rectum. The 

stalk reached somewhere in the region of his upper chest, the relative said. 

 

The juxtaposition of this information with the previous comments on the child’s innocence and 

good behaviour would clearly affect the reading audience profoundly. In a similar vein, the inset 

photos of the child, which accompanied a large number of the discussion pieces of the crime, 

heightened the public’s profound angst. On this occasion it was reported that this was only the 

second incident of this type which had occurred for the year. Some detail of the first was given and 

then of the funeral arrangements. It seems to be without question that the real crux of the story 

was not the Main Headline but the secondary one, ‘Autopsy Revelation’. ‘Autopsy Revelation’. ‘Autopsy Revelation’. ‘Autopsy Revelation’. This organizational issue 

adversely affected the overall coherence and cohesion of the article, and suggested that the 

concern in the Headline was not paramount for the writer but rather the concern was to keep 

focus on the details of the crime perpetrated. The physical image called up by the third and fourth 

sentences are disturbing and we may notice that the act apparently just happened for the 

‘cane…was rammed’ and ‘the stalk’ by itself apparently, ‘reached…his upper chest’. The 

constructions used here are entirely agentless. 

 

On the following day, when the two boys were held for the crime, all three daily newspapers gave 

it front page coverage. The Newsday announced: ‘2 Boys held in Sean’s Murder’,‘2 Boys held in Sean’s Murder’,‘2 Boys held in Sean’s Murder’,‘2 Boys held in Sean’s Murder’, again with an 

inset of the victim’s innocent face and with a picture of a woman walking along the street ‘holding 

tight’ to her toddler. The Headline was repeated in the related article on page three (3) which was 

followed by a bolded Lead which identified the suspects as follows: 
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Two sixteen-year-old students of a senior Secondary School in Couva have been detained for 

questioning by Homicide Bureau police in connection with the rape and murder of six-year-old 

Sean Luke Lumfai of Caripachaima (Newsday, 30 March 2006). 

 

They are given more privacy than the victim and his family. 

 

After a second paragraph of Background which detailed where and when the child was found 

dead, the third paragraph reads: 

    

An autopsy report revealed Sean died from internal chest and abdominal injuries 

as well as haemorrhaging due to a foreign object forcibly inserted into the boy’s 

rectum. According to a police report, police ...detained the two teens, who live in 

Sean’s neighbourhood. 

    

After this, the article records that a police inspector had visited the mother the day before to offer 

counselling and to assure her they were doing their best to solve the case and detail is given of 

their investigative body. Various statements of outrage at the initial police indifference are given 

and then there is a return to the mother, her condition, her natural desire for the extreme 

punishment of the criminals, and her statements about her child’s good character. ‘My son had the 

capacity to love. Ever since he was a baby we slept on the same bed. Now I can’t sleep on that bed 

again.... I still talk to him and he still talks to me.’ 

 

Once again it is notable that the text has strayed far from the topic of its Headline and Lead, to a 

maudlin concern with the nature of the crime and the innocence of the child. Once more the detail 

of the crime has been recorded. While Commentary is an accepted part of such reporting, the 

extent of the digression into interactions between the police and the mother, and the latter’s state 

of mind, seems entirely unwarranted and at odds with the story at hand. The result is a disjointed 

piece in which ‘human interest value’ appears as the motivation for questionable focus. 

 

On the following day, the Express published an article entitled:    ‘A village mourns for Sean’‘A village mourns for Sean’‘A village mourns for Sean’‘A village mourns for Sean’ which in 

its first paragraph gave a single sentence on the overwhelming grief of his village and of the entire 

community. Then, once again, the detail of the child’s innocence was recorded, his activities on the 

day he was murdered were retraced, to be followed by suppositions about how he reached the 

canefield where he was brutalized:  

 

Residents believe that he was lured into a canefield by his attackers after they 

took him to a neighbourhood parlour and bought him a pack of juice and a 

snack…Then they walked him through a bushy track and into the canefield, 

where someone removed his clothing and plunged a cane stalk into the body of 

the naked boy, puncturing his lungs and damaging his other organs. He suffered 

a slow agonizing death, an autopsy found (Express, 31 March 2006). 

 

It was then reported that the funeral was held the previous day. Some detail of emotions at the 

funeral is provided and of more calls for action from those in authority. In fact, the bulk of the story 

presents Background which explains the mourning. No new ‘news’, other than that the funeral 
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took place is really introduced. The scenario leading up to the death is created for the reader by the 

writer. That ‘someone’ anonymous removed his clothes seems to be taking the anonymous agent 

representation to the extreme, and then we are given another graphic physical depiction of the 

‘naked boy, whose ‘lungs’ were punctured’ after the ‘stalk’ was ‘plunged’ and who ‘suffered a slow 

agonizing death’. 

 

This detail had by now become standard practice in the expositions, whatever their apparent main 

focus, and a stream of articles followed, which apparently found themselves obligated to 

summarize the crime very specifically. A Sunday Newsday Special Report on 2 April apparently 

intended to focus on its Headline: ‘Early Intervention may stop deadly trend’‘Early Intervention may stop deadly trend’‘Early Intervention may stop deadly trend’‘Early Intervention may stop deadly trend’. However, this concern 

that disturbed teenagers should be identified and given early support to deal with their potential 

for violent crime was not mentioned until the second page of the article in the final columns. 

Rather, the article’s greater part summarized this and other murders committed by juveniles, 

detailing the exact nature of the acts, and once again—and very much foregrounded positionally— 

the same stark detail for Sean Luke. The Lead reads as follows: 

 

It was a murder that traumatized the entire country. A week ago, six-year-old 

Sean Luke was lured away from his Orange Valley, Couva, home by two older 

boys who offered to take him fishing. Two days later his battered, naked corpse 

was discovered in a canefield. He had been sexually molested, tortured and 

killed. 

 

Detail of the pathologist’s finding followed, mincing no words: ‘a sugar cane stalk was inserted into 

the boy’s body extending from rectum to his throat, rupturing his intestines and several major 

organs.’ The obvious question remains: why this detailed representation of the crime given the 

more laudable topic of the article headlined? The answer can only be sensationalism, a 

foregrounding of depravity, in a report that may well have been implicitly encouraged by the 

newspaper’s producers, whose sales apparently depend on such coverage. It is instructive to note 

that there is no concern whatever to focus on the perpetrators of this crime since the passive 

structure ‘was inserted into’ remains agentless. The articles, whatever their nature or stated topic, all 

follow the same pattern. 

 

Emily Anamanthodo 

The life and death of Emily (Amy) Anamanthodo was more brutal than that of Sean Luke, simply 

because hers was a history of long-term torture, culminating in death. She died less than seven 

weeks after Sean Luke, having been tortured, raped and beaten to death by her erstwhile 

stepfather in whose care she had been left in the ‘family’ home. 

 

The front page Headline in the Newsday of 17 May filled the entire page and pulled no punches in 

its representation. A photograph of the child’s distressed grandmother filled the background, while 

the Headline ‘Baby Girl tortured to Death’Baby Girl tortured to Death’Baby Girl tortured to Death’Baby Girl tortured to Death’ was foregrounded and a subhead in smaller print to the 

right read: ‘Cigarette Burns, Sexual Assault’Cigarette Burns, Sexual Assault’Cigarette Burns, Sexual Assault’Cigarette Burns, Sexual Assault’. On Page 3, a photograph of the family home was 

captioned as ‘House of Torture’House of Torture’House of Torture’House of Torture’    with the following explication as Lead:  

 

A Police Crime Scene tape surrounds the wooden house where four-year-old 

Emily Anamanthodo was found unconscious on Monday. The child was burnt all 
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over her body with cigarettes, was raped and buggered and also savagely 

beaten. She was pronounced dead on arrival at the San Fernando General 

Hospital. 

 

 In case the reader had missed it previously, immediately below we were met by a headline ‘Emily’s Emily’s Emily’s Emily’s 

Life of TortureLife of TortureLife of TortureLife of Torture————Four Year old Child Murdered’Four Year old Child Murdered’Four Year old Child Murdered’Four Year old Child Murdered’ and in the bolded Lead: 

 

Four-year-old Emily Anamanthodo who was raped, buggered, burnt with 

cigarettes and the inside of her mouth injured died on Monday night at the San 

Fernando General hospital after years of torture at the hands of people close to 

her. 

 

The Headline and Leads then are exclusively devoted to detailing the horrendous crime 

perpetrated against the child. Whereas, in the Sean Luke case, details of the crime were introduced 

under other pretexts which figured in the headlines, here we appear to have moved on to blatant 

obsession with the crime detail. There followed, presumably as Background, a brief history of her 

long-term abuse, of the failure of anyone to take serious action to alleviate her situation and then, 

as Main Event, the incidents of the night of her death, with absolute protection being given to the 

identities of those who had abused her. The reader may note again the use of the agentless passive 

in the extract above describing her treatment. The passive is again used to describe the child 

having been left to her fate. This contrasts with the use of active structures when it comes to 

finding her:  

 

 Passive: ‘According to reports the child was left with a relative on Monday night 

while a second relative went out. When the latter relative returned to the house, 

the baby girl was reportedly found unconscious. 

 

Active: ‘Police said the person who found the child on the bed, wrapped her in a 

blanket and took her to the San Fernando General Hospital’. 

 

These contrasting representations of different phases of the action allow for the child to have been 

rendered unconscious apparently without outside intervention, for she ‘was left’ and ‘was 

reportedly found unconscious’. In contrast, active care is indicated in the second paragraph above, 

in which the mother ‘wrapped her in a blanket and took her to…Hospital.’ Apparent effort is being 

taken here by the writer to protect the reputation of the mother without any concern at all for the 

protection of the privacy of the child and anyone who may have cared about her. Perhaps none 

did.  

 

In a similar vein to the way in which Sean Luke’s death was dealt with, the detail of the autopsy 

report is provided, followed finally by some detail of an interview with the child’s grandmother, 

who evokes the child’s innocence in her tender age, and also juxtaposes this with earlier 

maltreatment. Background information is inserted finally. 

 

On Thursday, 18 May, the biological father’s outrage was the topic of the front page Headline and 

her life story, the page three ‘News’: ‘Shocking Story of Emily’s Life’Shocking Story of Emily’s Life’Shocking Story of Emily’s Life’Shocking Story of Emily’s Life’. By this stage, the indifference of 
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those around the child to her plight has become the new focus, but the detail of what had been 

perpetrated against her in both the long and short term was still reiterated. The Lead ran as follows: 

 

Emily Anamanthodo was abandoned by her relatives when she was warded at 

the San Fernando General Hospital last year with a broken shoulder and other 

wounds about her body. She was already a victim of physical and sexual abuse 

which was known to many relatives, neighbours and the police, none of whom 

took the strong action that would have saved her life. 

 

There is some concern here to highlight the apparent indifference of others to the child’s plight, 

including the biological father. Details of her stay in the hospital and her transfer to a Children’s 

Home follow. Her innocence and loneliness are isolated. Ultimately she was returned to her 

mother’s care. From this point on the stories seem to be constantly embellished by details of the 

statement or behaviour of the two ‘fathers’ in the case, the neglectful biological father and the 

abusive stepfather. 

 

The full range of the readers’ emotions are evoked by the Guardian’s front page on Friday, 19 May. 

There is the peculiar juxtaposition of a Headline on another sex-related matter, entirely 

disconnected from the focus, with photographs of the innocent child in her coffin, the grieving 

grandmother being comforted and of the offending parents glowering.   

  

The standard related article on page 3 was headlined ‘Mother appears in court’‘Mother appears in court’‘Mother appears in court’‘Mother appears in court’ and explained that 

the mother was not allowed to attend the funeral but spent part of the day in court. The article 

ultimately turned on the emotionality of the child’s biological father at the funeral and on his 

subsequent comments. The detail of the first arraignment of the stepfather and killer was also given 

in a separate juxtaposed article, ‘Bouncer charged with murder’,‘Bouncer charged with murder’,‘Bouncer charged with murder’,‘Bouncer charged with murder’, where unnecessary detail of his 

words and actions in court were recorded. In the days and weeks to follow, the killer was 

reportedly wept for by the child’s aunt when he was attacked in prison, and then emerged as a 

kind of glorified ‘badjohn’
2
, whose conversations with two women vying for him in the courtroom 

became an incidental point of interest, featuring in reports on both 13 June and 22 June in the 

Guardian. This kind of response to such a sex offender and murderer must be expected to have an 

effect on any potential offenders who read it, convincing them of the continued sympathy and 

even adulation of them by females. 

 

Discussion of the Issues 

 

It is time to return to the questions posited earlier and to consider the levels of analysis earlier 

identified as discourse practice and sociocultural practice. Having looked at how these child 

murders have been described, it is time to reckon with why they were thus described. If this form of 

newspaper reporting is so undesirable how has it become a part of our accepted diet? What does 

this tell us about our social condition as a whole? What functions can these kinds of articles really 

have? What do they say about gender relations, about our attitudes to sex crimes? Why do we 

tolerate this kind of journalism so quietly? 

 

                                                           
2
 In T and T a ‘badjohn’ is a kind of glorified anti-hero. He would usually be a member of the lower 

class, renowned for his skill in fighting. 
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It is of primary importance to remember that readers of this material must include children, young 

mothers and potential offenders. The trauma for mothers and children could be lasting; the 

potential for further such abuse from prior and potential offenders exacerbated as they consider 

the detail. Then there is the audience who may be fascinated by this kind of detail and whose 

appetites might be whetted by this kind of depiction. As Muncie (3) has observed: 

 

When we acknowledge that harm is not only a source of fear, but also a source 

of fascination, pleasure and entertainment we are faced with a    quite different set 

of possibilities.…Any cursory glance at television programme listings, the contents 

of mass circulation newspapers or the shelves of fiction in bookshops will confirm 

the extent to which an audience perceives crime not just as a social problem but 

as a major source of amusement and diversion. 

 

There can be no doubt that what appears in print must firstly be motivated by owner and producer 

perceptions of what sells. This alone can explain the steady shift over the last thirty years from a 

press which wrote on matters of state and government import on its front pages to this kind of 

populist coverage of violent crimes which we have had for the last ten to fifteen years. Competition 

for sales has been exacerbated by the arrival of the newest paper, the Newsday, and by its more 

populist approach which immediately began to draw sales.  

 

As a society, Trinidad and Tobago, like many others, has been plagued by a dramatic increase in 

violent crime and has succumbed to the ethos of fear which has attacked many first world societies 

in the first decade of the twenty-first century. There is an apparent attraction in reading more of 

what we most abhor which has been exploited by media worldwide: ‘Crime news has been a 

staple of journalism for decades. For many years newspapers emphasized sensational and even 

erotic aspects of homicides and brutal assaults, sex crimes, and kidnappings’ (Altheide 2). 

 

This is no less the case within T and T. Always endemic, child abuse has been tolerated in a society 

which continues to value corporal punishment for children and—when it reaches excess within the 

home—is left alone as private family business. Nevertheless, it exerts its own attraction. Further, the 

sexual and union mores of the society condone the kinds of liaison which engender abuse. Young 

women have children with more than one man and, with the necessity of working, leave their 

children in the care of their current partner. The society still exhibits a male bias in its coverage of 

these crimes by focusing on the victim more than on the perpetrator and by unselfconsciously 

glorifying the latter. The way in which the murderer of Emily was highlighted by the press as an 

object of rivalry between two women and of sympathy by the maternal aunt speaks to this kind of 

glorification of the ‘badjohn’ which finds its roots in the historical past and the aftermath of slavery, 

impoverished urbanization and its consequences. Simultaneously an object of fear and of attention 

by women, such men apparently continue to be respected in ways that we have not sought to 

analyse critically. 

 

It has been argued that it was the male on male element in the Sean Luke case which was so 

apparently interesting in that case, in addition to the youth of the perpetrators. In a society which 

still holds homosexuality as taboo, there is a curious but human contradiction in the context 

wherein the homosexual is trapped by a silence and denial which still seem necessary to survival 
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and to the protection of the family name, yet the condition is increasingly rampant and an apparent 

obsession with its more perverted manifestations endemic.  

 

Reasons given for the non-reporting of crime in T and T, despite its increasing frequency and 

visibility, are the associated social stigma and disbelief on the part of those reported to at both 

personal and official levels. The Child Line Centre call-in telephone service reports a frightening 

number of calls for 2009:  

  

For the period January to September of this year the Child Line Centre received 13,684 help calls, 

an increase of 5,527 for the same period last year. The statistics included physical abuse, domestic 

violence, incest, child abandonment and sexual abuse against children. (Guardian, 3 August 2009) 

 

At the same time we continue to exist in a culture of silence and often life-threatening 

respectability, which thereby exacerbates the vulnerability and victimization of the vulnerable. It is 

not that we do better or worse than any other society but simply that we need to do better, to 

demonstrate more consciousness and to respond to what is presented to us both in reality and in 

the media. Clearly, it is time to face these facts and issues. 

 

Conclusions 

 

It would behove the press to take more care with the ways in which they represent sensational 

news. While events such as these must be reported, they do not have to be reported in the manner 

described above. Elsewhere, there appears to be some responsiveness to the recognition that such 

attention-giving ultimately results in a kind of glorification of the acts perpetrated, and that 

criminals respond quite positively to this kind of attention. Altheide (15) indicates that some few 

media reportage agencies have set up criteria such as the following for reporting: 

 

Does action need to be taken? 

Is there an immediate threat to safety? 

Is there a threat to children? 

Does the crime have significant community impact? 

Does the story lend itself to a crime-prevention effort? 

 

These measures were considered from 1997 by the Texas television station, KVUE, whose viewer 

ratings have not dropped despite this laudable demonstration of responsibility. 

 

Both events discussed above eventually moved on from the crime perpetrated to an obsession with 

the criminals, however, and a measure of glorification did result, despite the burning down of the 

Anamanthodo home, and prison attacks on both sets of criminals. Indeed, the way in which Emily’s 

murderer became a cause for tears and love was nothing short of alarming following so short on 

the revelation of his crime.  

 

While critical theory has made much of the control exerted by the media over their audience 

through their modes of representation of information, certain modes of coverage have become 

normative in Trinidad and Tobago as elsewhere, such that a writer might produce them merely as 

the expected end as well as, or apart from a concern for what sells, regardless of its effect. It is 
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suggested though that serious consideration be given to demonstrating a greater consciousness of 

the potential effects of these kinds of representation for the future. 
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