Opinion

Paper

o
TEHTHON0 0™ AT
1, e

—IWI"'\

atlna_(é:

Sonen NGRS, guerraypgﬂg?% 85/2025 24/10/2025

| o actuai_ : n
’desarrollo&;}» e r- B“?Ie?’% 9%

Author: Guillermo Rojo Casas*

_politicas
Pmento_

cnmercmmums i

Fighting terrorism with comic books
and animation: the benefits for the

S e % Stalal E. ni

“%’Vlsn webgag Recelve Newsletter field of security
Fighting terrorism with comic books and animation: the
benefits for the field of security
Abstract:

Propaganda has always been a fundamental aspect of terrorist groups. Different
organisations have used different media as propaganda channels. Comic books have
had a place in the propaganda arsenal of various terrorist and paramilitary groups.
Through heroes embodying the group's ideology, different organisations have created
their own works aimed at children and young people. On the other hand, numerous
independent authors have developed their own projects where comics have been used
as a tool to counter the growth of extremist and violent narratives. These aspects could
be important issues for the security world to consider, as comics can be a perfect tool to
build counter-narratives that displace hate speech and bring the civilian population closer
to issues such as defence and security.

Keywords:
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*NOTE: The ideas contained in the Opinion Papers shall be responsibility of their authors,
without necessarily reflecting the thinking of the IEEE or the Ministry of Defense.
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1. Introduction

Since the emergence of modern terrorist groups, propaganda has always been an
essential part of their existence. Regardless of their motivation or ideological sign, terrorist
groups need to give visibility to their actions. Throughout the history of the evolution of
terrorist groups, various means have been used, and with the growth of technology, the
propaganda arsenal available has increased exponentially. Using all the means at their

disposal, terrorist groups have also used comics and animation to spread their message.

This working paper analyses some of these cases of terrorist propaganda and also
presents examples where independent creators and small companies have produced
works to counter violent narratives. The aim of this paper is to raise awareness of this
reality and to expose some of the advantages that the security world could gain from

comics and animation as a means of communication.

First, we will discuss examples of terrorist groups and paramilitary organisations that have
used this medium for propaganda purposes. The second section discusses some
examples of artists who have used comics as a channel to counter violent and extremist
narratives. The last section describes and analyses the aspects and opportunities of
comics to communicate with youth. This last part of the paper has a sub-section listing

the opportunities that comics can open up for the world of security.

2. Comic books and animation as propaganda tools for terrorist groups and

paramilitary organisations.

Propaganda is a fundamental element for the survival of terrorist groups. With the rise of
comics as a medium for reading and entertainment, some groups from different parts of

the world have incorporated this format into their propaganda arsenal.

In Japan, the terrorist group Aum Shinrikyo—responsible for the 1995 sarin gas attacks
in Tokyo, which left 13 dead and 5,000 injured—used manga and anime to spread its
message. In the comic strips they produced, the group’s leader, Shoko Asahara, was
portrayed as a human being with supernatural and superior powers. In one particular

panel, for example, the leader is shown with a body capable of resisting electricity?.

1 Richard A. Gardner, Aum Shinrikyo and a Panic about Manga and Anime, 2008,
https://gwern.net/doc/anime/eva/2008-gardner-2.pdf
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Image 1: Aum Shinrikyo comic strip that shows organisations’ leader Shoko Asahara with a body able to resist
electricity. Source: (Gardner, 2008)

Within jihadism, we also find examples where comics and illustration have been used for
propaganda purposes. One such case is the terrorist organization Hezbollah, which
created the magazine Mahdi? specifically aimed at children. In this magazine, Hezbollah

teaches younger audiences about the idea of “resisting” the enemy and familiarizes them

2 The Mahdi is a popular messianic figure in Islam whose arrival will herald the end of times. In some cases, it has been
a title used to fight against a foreign enemy. This was the case in Sudan, where in 1881 Muhammad Ahmad proclaimed

himself the Mahdi in order to fight against British troops. G. E. Von Grunebaum: Islam: From the Fall of Constantinople
to the Present Day, Siglo XXI Editores, 1984.
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with military gear. Inside the magazine, readers can find coloring games involving military

equipment like grenades and mazes set in minefields?.

Image 2: a page of the Mahdi magazine where you can appreciate a coloring excercise for children filled with combat
tools and weapons. Source (Tsahal, 2014)

Continuing within Islamic extremism, there have been other examples such as the strip
Son of the Martyr, published in 2011 on the Islamist forum Shumukh al-Islam. ISIS has
also used animation, and several videos have been distributed through affiliated
propaganda channels on the social network Telegram“. Nevertheless, despite these
examples, there do not appear to be more elaborate or complex cases in which jihadist

groups like ISIS or Al-Qaeda have used comics as a structured propaganda tool.

Beyond terrorist organizations, extremist and hate groups have also employed comics as
a propaganda medium.

3 Un magazin du Hezbollah pour transformer les enfants libanais en terroristes, 2014,
https://www.idf.il/fr/minisites/hezbollah/un-magazine-du-hezbollah-pour-transformer-les-enfants-libanais-en-
terroristes/

4 BBC News, Cartoons by Islamic State: a new propaganda tool, 2017, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/blogs-trending-
39822475?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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In the United States, there is the example of the National Alliance, a neo-Nazi group
founded in 1970 by William Pierce, author of the book The Turner Diaries®. Since its
publication in 1978, the book became essential reading for far-right radicals and white
supremacists. It also served as a major inspiration for Timothy McVeigh, the perpetrator
of the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing, which killed 168 people®.

The National Alliance, founded by William Pierce, also used comics as a propaganda
tool. In 1993, Pierce and Daniel Roush created the comic The Saga of White Will, in which
the protagonist is a strong, blonde man named Will. Throughout the comic, Will promotes
all kinds of racist and supremacist tropes about Black people and Jews. Under the moral
justification of seeking the truth and uncovering the “real” history of the United States, Will
undertakes a crusade against the country’s racial diversity. The comic was targeted at
youth and children, and at both the beginning and end of the story, Will is seen
encouraging children to distribute copies of the comic in their schools. Another character

urges young people to research the National Alliance and consider joining it in the future.

55 Southern Poverty Law Center, Washington, National Alliance, 2025 https://www.splcenter.org/resources/extremist-
files/national-alliance/

6 J.M. Berger, The Turner Legacy: The Storied Origins and Enduring Impact of White's Nationalism Deadly Bible, ICCT,
2020, https://icct.nl/sites/default/files/2023-01/Special-Edition-1-3.pdf
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HEY, KIDs? HelLP ME GET
THE WORD OUTFY TOGETHER-
WE cAN BLOW THE LID OFF,
OF THIS ROTTEN
SYSTEMPY

N

ORDER XTRA COPIES OF THIS
BOOK FOR YOUR FRIENDS. SPREAD
THEM AROUND YOUR SCHOOLZ

Image 3: a comic strip of the Saga of White Will where we can see the Will fostering children to spread the comics of

the National Alliance at their schools. Source (National Vanguard Books, 1993) archive.org

In addition to terrorist groups and hate organizations, paramilitary groups such as the
former Russian Wagner Group’ have also used comics and animation as propaganda
tools. The Russian group has undergone several changes since August 2023, when its

founding leaders Yevgeny Prigozhin and Dmitry Utkin died in a plane crash®.

As part of the disinformation campaigns that the Wagner Group has developed against
Western actors in various African and Middle Eastern countries, the Russian group has
used these media formats to convey its message in a clear and direct manner.

In the Central African Republic (CAR), it has used both media to spread its narrative. In
an animation titled Lion et Ours (“The Lion and the Bear”), Russia is depicted as the

protector of the CAR. In the animation, an elephant and a lion represent the Central

7 After the death of its founding members, the Wagner Group has been renamed Africa Corps. In this text, we will refer
to the organization by its original name, as it remains the most widely recognized within the research community.

8 Olga Khvostunova, Raphael Parens, Maximilian Hess, Robert Hamilton y Philip Wasielewski, Prigozhin’s death and
the future of Putin’s rule, FPRI, 2023, https://www.fpri.org/article/2023/08/fpri-expert-commentary-prigozhins-death-
and-the-future-of-putins-rule/
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African nation. Both animals are attacked and surrounded by a pack of hyenas that harass
them and steal their food. The bear, representing Russia, arrives just in time to save the
elephant and the lion and restore peace to the country®. At the end of the video, the
following message appears: “Le fil est soutenu par Lobaye Invest.” Lobaye Invest is a
company linked to Yevgeny Prigozhin, responsible for extracting raw materials such as
gold in the CAR to serve Russian interests™0.

[ -

Image 4: Lion et Ours, Fuente: YouTube (Ynbibaemcsa & Mawem, 2019)

The Wagner Group has also targeted its animation towards other African countries; in the
Sahel region for example, to attack the interests of international actors like France. In
these videos France is depicted as a vile and imperialist nation. In one particular
animation, former Wagner group soldiers assist troops from Mali and Burkina Faso in
repelling a horde of zombies wearing helmets marked with the French flag!!. Once again,
as in the previously mentioned animation Lion et Ours, this video portrays Russia as a

9 YouTube, Ynbibaemca & Matuem, LionBear, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NCZ0YSyWVhk

10 Stanyard J, Vicoulon J, Rademeyer J, The Grey Zone: Russia’s military, mercenary and criminal engagement in
Africa. Global Initiative against Transnational Organised Crime (GI-TOC), 2023,
https://globalinitiative.net/analysis/russia-in-africa/

11 Atlantic Council, Russian War Report: Wagner Group fights French ‘zombies’ in cartoon propaganda, 2023,
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/russian-war-report-wagner-group-fights-french-zombies-in-
cartoon-propaganda/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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savior, altruistic and devoid of expansionist interests, unlike other Western countries, in

this case France.

Another important concept is that of “BAFHEP komukcbl,” translated into English as
“Wagner comics.” On social networks such as Telegram and VKontakte, numerous comic
strips circulate featuring a character named Wagner, dressed in military uniform with red
wings on his back. This figure fights off various creatures in countries such as Syria,
Libya, the Central African Republic, and Ukraine, defending the civilian population and

freeing them from danger*2.

Cnacudo,
umo Bepryau Ham cBodody u
cyacmpe!

Tak 3a8epuiuncs ovepedrol nodbuz
Boccmabuezo Arzera MeBa, Hecyujezo
EdutcmBo Poccuu!

Image 5: Wagner is awarded by president Touadera. Source: BATHEP [komukebl], VKontakte

In image 5, Wagner is decorated by the president of the CAR, Faustin Archange
Touadeéra, after saving the country from a zombie invasion. Unlike in the previous video
we discussed, there are no symbols identifying them as French soldiers. However, in
image 6, the zombie threat still represents a foreign and predatory danger to a

defenseless civilian population.

12 «Mbl Bcerga nNpuxoAunu Ha MoMoLLb, KOr4a Hac 3Banu»: Bbllen HOBbIM koMuke o UBK «BarHep», Realtribune.ru,
2023, https://realtribune.ru/my-vsegda-prihodili-na-pomoshh-kogda-nas-zvali-vyshel-novyj-komiks-o-chvk-vagner/
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3mom DeHb HUMEM e SMAUHAACS O RPOHRIK:
usnb B eopode xuneaa, a mod
yambaruce dpye dpyey.

Hydobuwa npudedasu co Beex cmopon, ux Beino
CAUKIKOM MHO20. Kasannch, chacmu 20009 deao
Hebosmomme.

-

Bee uaMenunoch, Kozda cofa APuA oML
Mancrper u3 paskew yeonxof «epiozo
KOMIMUHEH M, KOMOpNK 0Fbedunang odHo -

wawda kpolu

Image 6: Wagner fights a zombie invasion in the Central African Republi, Source: Telegram (BAHEP [komukcbl],
2022)
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A MoHcmpbl npodoaxaru cBoli nymb Ha Bocmox...

Image 7: Ucranian troops represented as werewolves. Source: Telegram (BATHEP [komukcbl], 2022)

In several comic strips available on Telegram and VKontakte channels, Wagner faces off
against these blue werewolves with yellow tongues, which represent Ukraine by using
the colors of its flag and its national emblem, visibly worn on their shoulders. In this case,
the dehumanization of Ukrainians in these strips is clear and explicit. In the strip shown
in Image 7, for example, they are portrayed in an aggressive manner, as a threat full of
ferocity and violent impulses.

This propaganda by the Wagner Group, however simplistic it may seem, demonstrates
its ability to exploit issues such as public discontent, the belief that resources are being
stolen, or the lack of opportunities. These concepts are common traits in the countries
where the Russian private military company operates, as for years, states like Mali,

Burkina Faso, or Syria have been constantly immersed in unrelenting violence.

As can be seen from these examples, different organizations from around the world have
used comics as a means of propaganda. Regardless of their goal or ideological
motivation, drawing is a direct channel through which these organizations can

communicate their message in a simple way. At the same time, comics have quickly
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adapted to new digital formats, and their dissemination has been accelerated through

social media, as we have seen in the case of the Wagner Group, for example.
3. Comics and Animation as tools to Counter Extremist and Violent Narratives.

In response to the propaganda of extremist groups, artists from various regions of the
world have created their own stories to counter the narratives of confrontation and hatred
promoted by these organizations. Starting with the example of Jordanian artist Suleiman
Bakhit, we can observe how comics become a unique tool to challenge the influence of

extremist messaging.

Suleiman Bakhit began giving talks in American schools after the 9/11 attacks to
demystify the association between Arabs and terrorism?*3. In one of the schools, the
children asked him about heroic role models in Arab culture!4. Bakhit noted the absence
of positive heroic figures like Superman or Spiderman and began to draw and develop an
interest in comics. Back in Jordan, Bakhit conducted focus groups with children in several
schools where he asked them about their heroes. The children had no clear answers, and
some even mentioned rumors about Osama Bin Laden and Al-Zargawi, praising them for
“protecting them from the West.” Upon hearing this, Bakhit gave them some comics. A
few months later, he asked the same question again. None of the children mentioned Bin

Laden or Al-Zargawi?®.

13 https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/05/man-fighting-isis-with-comic-books/

14 The Conference / Media Evolution, 14 de enero, 2016, Suleiman Bakhit, Odio y Heroismo,
https://youtu.be/yWPUOVuU_0-Q (1:16)

15 Oslo Freedom Forum, 29 de octubre, 2014, Suleiman Bakhit, Superheroes against extremism,
https://youtu.be/EHxOnXnp4Ho (3:53)
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Image 8: Section 9 by Suleiman Bakhit. Source: (TED, 2012)

To reach Muslim youth and promote positive role models, Bakhit began to create heroes
and stories through his own studio. He developed Princess Heart, a comic adaptation of
One Thousand and One Nights; the novel Salahadin 2100, which was never published;
the comic Section 9, about an all-female anti-terrorist unit; and Hawker Hunter, which tells
the story of a Jordanian pilot. In these stories, Bakhit sought to combat Islamic extremist

narratives through themes such as female empowerment.

For Bakhit, heroes with positive values offer a point of reference and a sense of purpose.
According to the author, the most familiar heroic journey in the Muslim world is that of the
Prophet Muhammad. When Osama Bin Laden founded Al-Qaeda, he imitated
Muhammad’s path, constructing a heroic myth from the very start of the terrorist
organization’s activity. The figure of the hero is a tool also used by Islamic extremism.
This led Bakhit to conclude that one of today’s greatest threats is terrorism disguised as

heroism?6,

16 Oslo Freedom Forum, 29 de octubre, 2014, Suleiman Bakhit, Superheroes against extremism,

https://youtu.be/EHxOnXnp4Ho (5:56)
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Bakhit’s case is not unique. In other Muslim-majority countries, comics have also been
developed to counter Islamic radicalization. Animation has likewise been used to ridicule

the Islamic State’s narrative, its main leaders, and their terrorist strategies.

In Pakistan, we find the example of the series Burka Avenger, whose protagonist is a
teacher who fights extremists and other villains using books, pens, and matrtial arts. The
series sends a powerful message in favor of education and has been widely distributed

in the country?’,

Comics have also been used in Pakistan as a tool to combat Islamic extremism. Gauher
Aftab is the author of the comic Paasban: The Guardian, a story that rejects extremist
ideology and addresses topics such as radicalization. Through collaboration with schools
and a free comic app, Aftab and his team have been able to distribute the comic,

particularly targeting youth?8.

JIYA/BURKA AVENGER

To the locals, she is known as Jiya, the cheerful school teacher.
However, Jiya has been trained in the ancident secret mystic
martial art of Tact Khabaddi, the art of fighting with books,
pens and acrobatics. Whenever evil is afoot, she takes on her
alter identity, the Burka Avenger, to defeat the forces of evil.
Her motto is Justice, Peace and Education for all.

A

www. Burka Avenger.com

17 Pintak, Lawrence, Can Cartoons save Pakistan's children from Jiihad? Foreign Policy, 2016,
https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/08/19/can-cartoons-save-pakistans-children-from-jihad/

18 18 Acton, Niki, Knox College, Knox Alumnus Creates Comic Book to Counter Terrorism, 2016,
https://www.knox.edu/news/knox-alumnus-writes-comic-book-to-counter-terrorism
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Image 9: Description of the values and motivation of the character Burka Avenger on her official Instagram page.

Source: Instagram (burka.avenger, 2021)

In the United States, Somali-born citizen Mohamed Amin Ahmed created the series
Average Mohammed in 2014, in response to the enormous flood of ISIS propaganda
circulating at the time. According to its creator, the series is a tool to counter propaganda,
aimed especially at people between 8 and 16 years of age. The Average Mohammed
videos are educational in nature and aim to dismantle ISIS’s propaganda by addressing
topics such as freedom of expression and religious tolerance. The series encourages
young Muslims to exercise their right to express themselves as free citizens in a peaceful

and non-violent manner?®.

In Japan, following the 2015 execution of two Japanese hostages by ISIS, the character
ISIS-chan emerged online. A group of Japanese illustrators created this character in an
internet forum, with the aim of flooding Google with images of ISIS-chan to dilute the
group’s propaganda. As a form of satire, ISIS-chan carries a knife but only to cut melons.
The character was designed to be freely replicated, with stylistic rules including her black

attire. The creators stated that the objective was always to ridicule ISIS, not Islam?°.

Image 10: ISIS-Chan. Source: (The Times, 2015)

19 What is Average Mohamed, Average Mohamed, YouTube, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IDLdk7BkeXQ
20 Bel Trew, Manga girl takes on ISIS with a slice of melon, 2015, The Times,
https://www.thetimes.com/travel/destinations/asia-travel/japan/manga-girl-takes-on-isis-with-a-slice-of-melon-
7plckhmgpg3?region=global
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The Iraqgi animated series The Bigh Daddy Show also parodied ISIS over the course of
several episodes. The series was published on Facebook and received thousands of

views on some of its videos?!.

Other examples demonstrate that comics, in addition to countering radicalization and the
propaganda of extremist groups, have also been used to fight against Islamophobia and
to educate on concepts such as the glorification of terrorism. In Spain, there is the
example of Las Afueras, a comic that addresses themes such as Islamophobia, Islam,
and immigrant identity. It was created by illustrator Manu Ripoll along with ninth-grade

students?2,

H PADRE ARABE i

A VECES ME SIENTO COMO
UN PEZ FUERA DEL AGUA

Image 11: Panel from the comic Las Afueras. Source: (Fundacion Al Fanar, 2016)

In France, we have the case of the organization Point de Contact, which allows users to
report content that might promote violence or disseminate terrorist group messages. On
the organization’s official website, several comic strips can be found addressing topics
like the glorification of terrorism. In one particular strip, the main character, Chloé,
wonders how to react when confronted with online content that promotes or glorifies acts

of violence?3.

21 Facebook profile: https://www.facebook.com/bighdaddyshow/videos/

22 Las afueras, un comic contra la islamofobia creado por estudiantes, Fundacion Alfanar, 2017
https://www.fundacionalfanar.org/las-afueras-un-comic-contra-la-islamofobia-creado-por-
estudiantes/?utm_source=chatgpt.com

23 point de Contact, Chloé confrontée a la réalité du terrorisme, https://www.pointdecontact.net/bande-dessinee-
apologie-du-terrorisme/
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C'EST ILLEGAL D'EXPRIMER
PUBLIQUEMENT SON SOUTIEN R
DES TERRORISTES, OU DE
JUSTIFIER DES ATTENTATS :
C'EST DE L'APOLOGIE DU
TERRORISME. ET PUIS IL NE FRUT
PAS DIFFUSER LES PHOTOS DES

VICTIMES D'RTTENTATS,

\

MRAIS QU'EST CE QU'ON PEUT FRIRE, TONI?

POUR FAIRE RETIRER CES CONTENUS, ') |

4 ‘) IL FAUT LES SIGNALER !

Image 12: Les bandes dessinées de Point de Contact — “L’apologie du terrorisme”. Source: (Point de Contact)

Many of these examples demonstrate the potential of networks and the internet as
channels to counter the existing online propaganda of Islamic extremism. In this regard,
both animation and digital comics emerge as ideal tools to displace extremist and violent

narratives.

4. The Narrative of Comics and communication with the youth: opportunities for
the field of security

Since the advent of the Internet, numerous works and series in digital format have been
developed, successfully attracting a large audience. Similarly, the appeal of animation
and comics, particularly Japanese manga, has proven especially strong among young
people. On YouTube, one can find animated series of all kinds, varying in graphic quality,
narrative style, and genre. Series like Eddsworld, based on absurd humor, have managed
to attract a large number of followers, with episodes such as Fun Dead reaching 118
million views?*. More recent productions have even surpassed these figures, such as the

animated series Digital Circus, whose four-episode pilot reached 368 million views?>.

Beyond YouTube, other platforms such as Webtoon have also hosted works that have
become major phenomena with wide audiences. Webtoon is a platform where thousands

of creators from around the world can publish their comics in digital format. Some of these,

24 Eddsworld, Fun Dead, YouTube, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3w1pFW44xkM&t=293s
25 Digital Circus, YouTube, 2023, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HWAPLk sQ3w&t=133s
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like Lore Olympus and Solo Leveling, have achieved printed editions and anime
adaptations, respectively. The data reveals a growing trend in the use of these platforms.
According to Statista, Webtoon had 50 million monthly active users compared to 85.6
million in 202226, According to Webtoon’s own data, the number of monthly active users
by the end of 2024 was 166 million?’.

The world of security and defense could benefit from using comics and animation to
counter radicalization and extremist propaganda. This approach could lead to new
outcomes, such as more effective communication with younger generations. By using
these media, the dangers of radicalization and extremist group propaganda could be

conveyed more directly, clearly and appealingly.

For example, Wagner Group propaganda is often deployed in countries where population
is predominantly young. In Mali, the average age is 16.4 years, and in Burkina Faso it is
of 18.7%8. In Middle Eastern countries, we see a similar dynamic: in Syria, the average
age is 24, and in Jordan, it is 252°. These figures stand in stark contrast to the European
reality, where populations have grown increasingly older over time. For instance, the

average age in France and Germany is 46.8 and 42.6 years, respectively°.

This demographic trend shows no sign of reversing in the medium or long term. The
population in Sahel countries like Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger, as well as in other
regions such as the Middle East, will continue to be overwhelmingly young. At the same
time, these are populations exposed to contexts of violence and to a range of challenges,
such as limited access to employment and resources. These conditions only make it

easier for extremist groups to spread their message.

For this reason, the fight against extremism must be accompanied by new tools to engage
with the local population. Animation and comics emerge as privileged, contemporary

communication channels that align with the dynamics of an increasingly visual world.

26 Statista, Global number of users of South Korean online service Naver Webtoon form 2018 to June 2022,

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1291529/naver-webtoon-global-user-number/

27 Webtoon, https://about.webtoon.com/our-brands
28 CIA, The World Factbook, 2024, Burkina Faso, People and Society,

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/burkina-faso/#people-and-society
29 CIA, The World Factbook, 2024, Jordan, People and Society,

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/jordan/#people-and-society
30 CIA, The World Factbook, 2024, France, People and Society,

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/france/#people-and-society
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These media can deliver a message countering extremist narratives in a clearer and more

direct way.

In Cameroon, we find the example of an NGO called Children4Peace. This organization
has used illustrations and comics to allow various victims of Boko Haram'’s violence in the
Lake Chad Basin to share their experiences. These media have helped bring together
people from different ethnic and linguistic communities. Cameroon, in addition to having
English and French as official languages, is home to 24 African languages spoken
throughout its territory3. According to the NGO, comics and illustrations can be ideal tools
for overcoming language barriers32. At the same time, comics can serve as a starting
point for dialogue between members of communities from different ethnic backgrounds,

as they visually convey the experiences of each side that has suffered from violence.
4.1 Comics as useful tools for the field of security: the Sahel region as an example

If we consider the recent policies of countries like France in the African continent, this
could represent a future opportunity for the field of security in Africa. France was deployed
in the Sahel from 2013 until 2023, when its military missions ended due to a wave of
coups that shook the region. Operation Serval was the first French intervention aimed at
halting the crisis that began in northern Mali and threatened to overthrow the government
in the capital city, Bamako. In 2014, Operation Serval evolved into Operation Barkhane,

which remained active in the fight against terrorist groups active in the region.

Over the years, Operation Barkhane achieved several operational successes, including
the elimination of the leader of Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), Abdelmalek
Droukdel, in June 2020, and the leader of the Islamic State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS),
Walid al-Sahrawi, in August 202133, However, Operation Barkhane also faced several

failures that ultimately led to its downfall.

In contrast to the predominantly military approach taken by Operation Barkhane, which

ultimately limited the scope of its strategic victories, comics and real initiatives like

31 CIA, The World Factbook, Cameroon: People and Society, 2025, https:/www.cia.gov/the-world-
factbook/countries/cameroon/#people-and-society
32 Children4peace, Supporting communities and conflict-sensitive 2024 reintegration in the Lake Chad Basin, 2024,

Yaoundé, Cameroon

33 Echevarria JesUs, Carlos, “Capitulo II: El mundo arabe y la diseminacion del yihadismo facilitado por las revueltas
arabes” en Cuadernos de estrategia 214: Terrorismo internacional: mutacion y adaptacion de un fenémeno global,
2022, |IEEE
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Children4Peace emerge as efforts that can complement military operations and other
security-related actors. The use of comics to establish meaningful communication with
local populations should not be dismissed as mere fiction. This medium can serve as a

tool for individuals from diverse backgrounds to share their perspectives on conflict.

Like Cameroon, the countries of the Sahel share a high degree of ethnic and linguistic
diversity. Chad alone has 120 dialects spoken within its territory. Similarly, Mali and
Burkina Faso each have 13 major African languages alongside other local dialects.
Leveraging comics as a communication channel to foster understanding between
different ethnic communities and to gain deeper insight into the conflict could be a
valuable alternative for security and defense stakeholders.

The weaknesses of the French operation were exploited by other external actors seeking
to gain influence in the region, most notably, Russia. Through its private military
companies, especially the Wagner Group, Russia appears to have successfully
capitalized on anti-French sentiment that emerged in the aftermath of the 2013 military
intervention. To this end, it has employed various media, including animation and comics,
to construct a narrative of superiority over France. If Russia's private military companies
have used comics and illustrations to disseminate their message in these countries, this
highlights the role of such media as vehicles for propaganda and underscores their
strategic relevance for European security actors. Russia's growing influence in the region
has significantly displaced France and, by extension, Europe from Africa’s geopolitical

map.

Growing rates of digitalization could also be leveraged to achieve better communication
with young people and the general population in these countries. In Sahel countries, the
number of people with internet access and social media usage has increased in recent
years. According to 2025 data, in Burkina Faso, 5.75 million people had internet access,
and 3.4 million were social media users34. In Mali, 8.72 million people had access to the
internet, while the number of social media users reached 2.20 million3®,

This upward trend in technology use is similar in both Sahel and Middle Eastern nations

such as Syria and Jordan. In Syria, still immersed in a context of violence, digitalization

34 Data Reportal, Burkina Faso, 2025, https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2025-burkina-faso
35 Data Reportal, Mali, 2025, https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2025-mali?rg=mali
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has also increased. At the beginning of 2025, there were 9.01 million internet users in a
population of 25.2 million3¢. In Jordan, at the start of 2025, there were 10.7 million internet

users and 6.45 million social media users, representing 55.7% of the population®’.
5. Conclusions

Since the emergence of the Internet and the growth of digitalization, terrorist groups have
overwhelmingly expanded their arsenal of propaganda tools. Comics and the rise of
animation as a form of entertainment have led several groups to adopt these media as
channels for propaganda. Far-right groups and private military companies have also

joined this trend.

Comics emerge as a medium capable of conveying a message in a direct and impactful
way. The various groups mentioned have used them to connect with their audience and
shape their version of reality. Aum Shinrikyo used comics to glorify the virtues of its leader,
Shoko Asahara. In cases like Hezbollah, the National Alliance, and the former Wagner
Group (now Africa Corps), the primary target of their publications has been children and
young people. The example of the Russian private company is particularly noteworthy,
as it has used both animated videos and a visually striking comic book character to spread

its message in areas where it operates economically and militarily.

On the other hand, comics and animation have also been used to counter the violent
narratives of terrorist groups. The case of Suleiman Bakhit is particularly significant.
Through comics, the Jordanian artist was able to promote a positive heroic model as an
alternative to Islamic fundamentalist propaganda. In Pakistan, series such as Burka
Avenger also convey a constructive message by highlighting values like education and
reading. These projects have created heroic role models for thousands of children, in
contrast to the "martyr hero" figure promoted by Islamic extremism. Valuable lessons can
be drawn from these initiatives in light of the current European context, where, despite

shifting strategic priorities, extremist propaganda remains a pressing reality.

Comics and animation could also be utilized within Europe by the security sector. In
France, for instance, we have seen comic strips that address themes such as the

glorification of terrorism. Examples like this could cease to be isolated cases if the security

36 Data Reportal, Syria, 2025, https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2025-syria?rg=Syria
37 Data Reportal, Jordan, 2025, https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2025-jordan?rg=Jordan
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field recognized the wide appeal comics currently hold. This popularity and interest could
be harnessed to promote awareness of defense culture and to counter narratives that

encourage the use of violence.

Initiatives of this nature could foster a positive engagement between the civilian
population and these issues. We have already seen interesting examples, such as Las
Afueras, a comic about Islamophobia created by students at a school in Barcelona.
Projects like this can spark debate and raise awareness around these topics by involving
members and organizations of civil society. Due to their powerful communicative potential
and their prominent place in today’s entertainment landscape, comics and animation
should be considered useful tools for addressing issues such as the glorification of
terrorism, the experience of victims, and the lasting effects of violence on both individual

and collective memory.

Author: Guillermo Rojo Casas*
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