
245

Framing of Cartoons on Fulani Herdsmen-Farmers Crisis in 
Benue State: A Content Analysis of Daily Trust, Leadership, 

Punch and Vanguard Newspapers

NWABUEZE, Chinenye, Ph.D.; IKEGBUNAM, Peter C. & 
OBIAKOR, Casmir U.

Department of Mass Communication 
Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu University, Anambra State

Abstract
Cartoons are humorous sketch that satirise issues 
prevalent in the society while they subtly drop striking 
revelations on national issues that command public 
attention. As a watchdog of the society, newspapers 
adopt different cartoon illustrations of different frames 
that control different individual interpretations in 
presenting national issues to the public. Understanding 
the dominant cartoon frames used in presenting the 
tragic event of January 2018 in Benue state cannot be 
ascertained without an empirical examination of 
newspaper contents. Against this background, the study 
adopted qualitative visual and semiotic analysis and 
FGD methods in ascertaining the dominant cartoon 
frames used in the presentation, audience interpretation 
and perception of such cartoons messages. The study 
which focused on four online national dailies - Daily 
trust, Leadership, Punch and Vanguard newspapers 

st
covered a period of three months from January 1  to 

st
March 31  2018. The study was anchored on framing 
and play theories of communication and findings 
revealed that the dominant cartoon frames used among 
the select newspapers is power imbalance and 
government negligence frame while the participants 
perceived the cartoons as informative and revelation of 
the state of the nation. The researchers therefore 
recommended that newspapers should not relent in 
presenting revealing information concerning the nation 
through cartoon messages.  
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Introduction 
Developments in cartoon communication technologies is raising new questions and 
resurrecting old ones about the interplay of mass communication and the society. This 
has forced scholars from communication disciplines to develop conscious minds in 
examining both motion (animations) (Dwyer & Dwyer, 2003) and still cartoons of 
different kinds paying attention to their interpretation, influence on the people to 
whom they were targeted and ability of the cartoon to address a prevailing national 
issue in a given society. 

Cartoon communications, according to Nwabueze, Igboeli and Ubah (2017), 
are humorous sketches that satirise issues in the society while telling stories of what 
happened and what is happening at the same time. Cartoons as pictorial form of 
communication can be said to have existed as long as man himself. While citing 
Willett (1993),  Adejuwon and Alimi (2011) argued that dating the origin of cartoon 
have been rather difficult for several reasons, but the exciting Namibian discovery has 
been radiocarbon-dated to about 27,000 years ago. This means that cartoon use have 
been of age in the world history. According to Nwodu (2011), carton ranks among the 
oldest core contents of mass communication which are used mostly in condemning an 
action of a rather powerful man or institution in a more or less humorous but serious 
ways.

Cartoons serve different purposes depending on the use it was channelled by 
the designer. It has educational values where cartoons are used as instructional 
materials to enhance learning among young school children (Gambari & Gana, 
2005). It can be a form of comic relief, entertainment or control of social ills in the 
society in a humorous ways that can divert attention of the targeted character whose 
behaviour is condemned in the contents (Nwodu, 2011). To Onakpa (2014, p. 34), 
cartoon is a pictorial parody or imitation, which, by the devices of caricature, analogy 
as well as ludicrous juxtaposition, sharpens the public view of a contemporary or 
topical issue, event, political or social trend. One of the most popular tending issues 
the present day Nigeria, is the Fulani herdsmen crisis which have attracted much 
media attention and ethno-religious condemnation around the country. The use of 
cartoon in the portrayal of the Fulani herdsmen attack in Benue is by the above 
scholarly postulation targeted at sharpening public views on the subject of discourse 
using humorous ways.
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Today, cartoons serve as a means of projecting realities in an amusement 
forms while the real message is set behind the scene and left for only the critical minds 
to explore. It is imperative that cartoons can be with or without words and yet convey 
the message it was designed to convey to the people. There are different kinds of 
cartons, namely: editorial, comic strips, gag, panel etc, which are used by different 
Nigerian newspapers. The Vanguard newspaper is always at ease with its Mr and Mrs 
front-page cartoons which deals on marriage and family issues as well as its pocket 
cartoon which harmers on different subjects rampant in the society. Other cartoons 
look at the burning national issues like national security, economic development, 
good governance and national integrity. That Nation newspaper of March 4, 2016 
page 18 exposed the implication of police acceptance of tokens from road users as one 
of the major flaws of security as that does not allow them to search the vehicles which 
most times contains some unwanted materials. On its own, Daily Sun newspaper of 
June 20, 2016 page 20 published a cartoon condemning the action by Nigerian law 
makers who had sex scandal in an official trip to United States. These and many others 
are examples of the use of cartoons for different reasons in the society. 

In these ways, cartoons serve as means of formation of public opinions on 
issues of national concern (Peto and Lopes, 2001) through condemnation or approval 
of ideas and actions. The cartoon of the Nation newspaper published in page 16 on the 

th
12  day of December 2016 captures the NCC supporting the communication Minister 
to place heavy load on the masses as there were heavy increment in tariff in a 
depressed economic condition with the masses crying why me? This cartoon draws 
public attention to the problem of the masses in this respect. 

In this same way, as the Fulani and herdsmen crisis in Benue deepens, the 
Nigerian newspapers were busy issuing cartoons on the event. The cartoons are made 
to convey messages concerning the actions and inactions of the Fulanis, the Benue 
people and that of the government over the incidents that have claimed lives and 
properties worth millions of naira in the country. As a security threat related issue, the 
Federal Government of Nigeria is projected on the fore front of the incidents 
considering its responsibility to provision of peace and harmony in a situation like 
that. It is pertinent to state that based on the state of the nation and the ethnic origin of 
president Muhammadu Buhari, most of the cartons on the Fulani herders attack in 
Benue are political cartoons. 

Political cartoons are comments which present issues on social change that 
seeks to provoke a reassessment of existing social attitudes and values (Oluremi and 
Ajepe, 2015) for a better life situation to be obtained. As these cartoons are being 
designed and published, they are being seen and discussed by the audience whose 
minds are being controlled through the contents of what they have seen. This 
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underscores the impact of pictorial communication which according to Nwabueze 
and Ikegbunam (2016), present events to media audience as live witnesses to issues 
that happened behind them. The framing of these cartoons in whichever direction by 
the media can control or influence the views that the audience may have about the 
attack. It was against this background that the researchers picked interest in 
examining the framing of cartoons on the Fulani herdsmen attacks of the farmers in 
Benue with special attention attached to the influence such media framing can exert 
on the minds of the audience to whom the message may have reached.

Statement of the Problem
Little attention have been paid to the use of cartoon in addressing national problems 
among media scholars especially in the area of this much researched Fulani herdsmen 
crisis in Nigeria. A good number of research journal articles have been published in 
Nigerian media landscape on the issue of Fulani in the country but none had 
considered the use of cartoons and the influence such cartoon use have on the people 
to whom it was directed. 

As a veritable means of communicating observed lapses in leadership and 
other social ills in the society, examining the use of cartoons in the communication of 
the crisis between farmers and herdsmen in Nigeria becomes very paramount as that 
will expose the people to the implications of such humorous communication to 
national development. Nigeria needs internal security for the protection of lives of the 
citizens, the business of the people in whichever way that might be necessary from 
both internal and external destructive elements. The researchers consider peaceful 
co-existence of the farmers and the herders as a matter of effective comic and 
humorous communication for national unity and sustenance of agricultural 
development. How this is done is another challenge on how its influence may be felt 
among the people. 

Against this background, the study examined the framing of cartoons on the 
attacks and the influence it has on the people to whom it was targeted. 

Research Objective 
This study was guided by the following research objectives for the purpose of 
remaining focused in providing the gap in literature. In specific terms, this paper 
seeks to:

1. ascertain the dominant cartoon frames adopted by the select newspapers in 
issuing reports on the Fulani herdsmen attack on farmers in Benue sate;

2. ascertain the respondents' level of understanding of the cartoons published by 
the newspapers in the issue; 

3. ascertain the respondents' perception of the cartoons published in the 
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newspapers of the incidents in the country; and
4. To find out how the cartoons influence the respondents' perception of human 

rights under Buhari-led government 

Significance of the Study
This study is a move towards the use of cartoons in communicating national problems 
which was found to be had eluded earlier media research attention among scholars. It 
is the believe of the researchers in this study that as much attention have been paid to 
the use of words in communicating national issues and developments, there is also the 
need for studies to evaluate the slant and texture of cartoons because abuse of its use 
may lead to undeserved national crisis. 

In this regard, this study will expose the readers and media organisations to 
the need to censor cartoon and illustrations to be within the acceptable standards and 
as well communicate its intended meaning without causing any harm to the society. 
The study opens an avenue for the understanding of different slants that cartoons can 
take given its ability to examine the various available cartoons published in the dailies 
on the incidence under study. Being among the few studies to explore cartoon use in 
communicating herdsmen crisis, the study will provide source of literature to future 
studies in this area. Importantly, this study opens a challenge to the media contents 
producers to put forward the actions of the farmers on the herders that led to the attack 
on the lives of the farmers in the state.

Scope to the Study
This study covers only versions of the selected newspapers cartoons on the Fulani 
herdsmen attack of Benue state. The major concern of the study is the January 2018 
attack which claimed many lives of the residents of the state. All cartoons published 
within the select online versions of the newspapers under study concerning the attack 
were covered in this study. Any other cartoon on the attack in any other part of the 
country other than the 2018 January attack was not examined in the study. The study 
spanned for a period of three month starting from January 1, 2018 to March 31, 2018. 
The reason for this choice of time period was to examine how the media framed the 
attacks as it had happened.

The online newspaper editions covered are the Daily Trust, Leadership, 
Punch and Vanguard newspapers online. It could be pertinent to state that chances 
may occur that all the cartoons published by the select online newspapers of the select 
newspapers were not captured in the research. On this reason, the discussions and 
respondents assessment of the understanding of the cartoon is based on the ones that 
were available and they are aware of.  
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Theoretical Framework  
Two theories were considered as appropriate for this study. They are the Framing and 
Play theories of communication 

The Framing theory portends that the way the media report an issue of 
national concern determines the way the people to whom the contents are exposed 
understand the issue. This implies that the manner in which the cartoons are drawn 
and designed will go a long way in shaping the peoples' understanding of the activities 
in Benue and the government attention given to the killings in the area (Oduah, 2014). 
Drawing from the position of this theory, it is the believe of the proponents of the 
framing theory that if the cartoonists design the cartoons on the killings in Benue from 
parochial protection of the citizens, the people will nurse the feelings of 'the things are 
the ways and happening the ways they happen because, “it was their people' that are in 
control of the security.

The Play theory of Mass Communication can be traced to the work of the 
Hungarian psychiatric, Szasz of 1967 but was made popular by a social scientist 
called William who holds that the basic function of the media is to provide 
entertainment to the people (Folarin, 2002). The Play theory is based on the idea that 
media cannot have harmful effect because the audience uses them primarily for 
entertainment, rather than as serious sources of information. This is what the cartoon 
anchors on to provide the people with a rather deep meaning of realities in the social 
setting as can be found in the various cartoons displayed in the media on the Fulani 
herdsmen attack in Benue.

Relating the theory to the current study, cartoonists rely on creating a sense of 
humour in the minds of its audience to assuage pains of loses of both lives and 
properties in the Benue crisis. People have different views of the cartoon. As some 
view it as a means of comic relief, others see it as a subtle means of condemning the 
actions of the herders and government's failure to address the situation as well as stop 
the killings.    

Understanding Messages Through Cartoon Framing:  A 
Relationship Approach
Undoubtedly, cartoon messages are usually made with the desire to send across 
message to the people over certain prevailing issues in the state. Based on the above 
reason, there exist a relationship between what is given and what is assimilated by the 
receivers of the message. At this point the need for understanding of the drawings 
comes to mind. So, while drawing any illustrations, what will strike the mind of the 
maker is the level of understanding of the audience to whom the messages are sent. 
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Cartoon framing is a major factor that affects the fidelity of communication from the 
communicators (Nwabueze, Igboeli and Ubah, 2017). 

Cartoon framing is simply the structure of concept, values, customs, 
worldviews, etc., by means of which an individual or group perceive or evaluate 
cartoon messages (Nwabueze and Ubah, 2014). Every individual has a unique frame 
of reference that influences his or her perception of reality and communicated 
messages (Agbanu, 2013, Owuamalam, 2016). This is why Guffery (2006) argues 
that another barrier to clear communication is a person's frame of reference. Guffery 
says a person sees and feels in the world is translated through the person's individual 
frame of reference. The implication of this is that for there to be a clear 
communication there must be commonality of code between the sender and the 
receiver of the contents (Owuamalam, 2016) or entropy will ensure. 

The framing of Fulani herdsmen killings cartoons may differ from each other. 
The frame may be security negligence frame – where the essence of the illustration is 
to show the public how the security agencies in the country kept deaf ears to the 
killing in Benue state; it may be all powerful frame - where the audience perceive the 
cartoon message as showing the Fulanis as being on top of all Nigerians irrespective 
of the place they are, that is, the cartoon message creating the impression that the 
Fulanis have all the rights to do whatever thing that they like in the country without 
question. The frames could be federal government's carefree attitude to the problems 
in the area under attack; it may also be a pity and horrific frame - where the cartoon is 
targeting the loss of lives that have been recorded in the attack with a view to attract 
public empathy to the victims of the attack and many more frames as may be found in 
the field work. 

Empirical Literature 
Several studies have been carried out on the use of cartoon in communicating national 
issues among media scholars. Among these studies are Nwabueze, Igboeli and Ubah 
(2017)'s study on the framing of cartoons on Ebola Virus Disease in Selected Nigerian 
Dailies. The study investigated the respondents understanding of the cartoons used in 

st stissuing warnings on the Ebola virus disease. The study which spanned from 1  to 31  
august 2014 following the Ebola outbreak in the month was conducted using 
qualitative textual analysis of the contents by the researchers and focus group 
discussion involving the target audience of the message for information on their 
perception and understanding of the cartoons. 

Anchored on the play theory, the study found that there is hardship in 
understanding of the message of the cartoon by the respondents. The researchers 
recommended that cartoonist should endeavour to initiate their drawings in such a 
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way that it can encourage understanding among the people especially while passing 
important information like the Ebola virus message. 

This study is different from the current one. As the previous one above 
examined the understanding of the message of the cartoons on Ebola among the 
people, the current study is interested in getting the slant of the cartoons and the 
perception of the contents among the viewers. It also differ from the current one in the 
sense that the current one examined online contents which gain higher exposure than 
the mainstream contents given the proliferation of internet enabled gadgets in the 
society. The nature of this study makes the message very sensitive as careless 
information dissemination may cause national security lapses.

In another study, Oluremi and Ajepe (2015) examined political cartoons 
bearing the images and activities of presidents Jonathan of PDP and that of Buhari of 
APC and other cartoons related to their political endeavours before the 2015 general 
elections. The study which was based on the Nation, Vanguard, and the Nigerian 
Tribune newspapers used the purposive sampling technique in selecting the cartoons 
published within the last four months before the election. The findings revealed that 
the political cartoons are satirising, promoting, or demoting, indicting, condemning, 
sensitizing, revealing, and cautioning the activities of Nigerian politicians. The 
researchers concluded that cartoonists have wittingly employed those pictorial acts to 
satirise, promote, demote, indict, condemn, sensitise, reveal, and caution typical 
political figures, political activities and governmental activities during the period 
under study. The import of this is that as cartoonists dish out their contents, efforts 
should be intensified to be witty in order not to cause havoc. 

Moreover, Sani, Abdullah, Abdullah and Ali (2012) adopted qualitative 
content analysis in analysing political cartoons through the interpretation of the sign 
system based on the connotative and denotative elements in the cartoons. The study 
which was based on two major Nigerian dailies - Daily Trust and Vanguard during the 
period 2007-2010 used the qualitative contents analysis research method to identify 
the themes depicted in the cartoons through semiotic based analysis. The results from 
the cartoons purposively selected indicated that 80% of the themes focused on 
substantive issues through which social agenda are set to reflect social practices in the 
Nigerian social political contexts. This study did not look at the relationship of the 
cartoon contents with the readers of the newspapers. Actually, the frame of the 
cartoon messages must not leave the audience free from thinking about national 
issues as portrayed in the contents. Having examined the themes of the cartoon, it 
therefore created a gap in literature as to the relationship between the message and the 
audience. This gap is well captured in the recent study as the researchers are focused 
on the dominant themes of the carton contents on the issue under study and the 
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perception of the contents among the people to whom the message was sent.
In a separate study, Boyagoda (2015) investigated exposure to editorial 

cartoons and its influence on voting behaviour among university students in Sri 
Lanka. The study adopted the focus group discussion as its method in eliciting the 
required information from the students from where it was found that undergraduate 
students were less affected by the editorial cartoons published during the presidential 
election in the state in 2015 as majority of the students irrespective of their ethnicity 
and gender did not believe editorial cartoon influenced their voting behaviour but 
rather satisfied their entertainment need. 

This study is closely related to the current one in the sense that it looks at the 
influence of the cartoons on the people to whom it was targeted. The study, however, 
differs in nature and content because of the environment of the voters and the readers 
in Nigeria. It also differs in the sense that as this one is political issue, the current one 
is more of crisis situation in an ethno-religious society. A period of three month was 
the focus of study, that is, cartoons on the Fulani killings in Benue published in the 
selected newspapers within January 1st, 2018, through to March 31st, 2018. The 
choice of these three months was based on the ground that they were the period that 
the Fulani herdsmen attack in Benue was very highly communicated in the media. A 
total of 148 of 37 editions per newspaper were selected as the sample using Rakesh 
(2013) formula for estimating sample thus.

The Nigerian Journal of Communication (TNJC), Vol. 16, No. 1, June 2019



254

The selection of the newspapers was based on their online visibility in the 
internet. Ninety-six post-graduate students of Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu 
University, Igbariam campus, Anambra State formed the population for the study. The 
choice of post-graduate students was based on the fact that they are believed to have 
grown up academically to understand cartoons and provide the needed interpretation.  
Their mode of selection was purely on personal acceptance to participate. The 
researchers asked the students who had interest in the study to submit their email 
addresses and the first 96 participants whose email addresses were received were used 
for the study. The researchers conducted 8 groups of 12 discussants each. The groups 
were held in different parts of the Igbariam campus of the University:- School 
Auditorium, Staff canteen, PG hall, Mass communication complex, Sociology sit-out, 
students concrete bench behind the library,  Political science leisure park, and students 
photo stand. All the group discussions were conducted within 30-45 minutes with the 
lead researcher as the moderator. 

Data Presentation and Analysis 

Figure 1: Punch News online
Figure 1 from The Punch newspaper demonstrated the level of human 

degradation and insecurity of the people in Benue within this period under study. The 
import of this cartoon is that for one to be free from being attacked and killed in the 
land, one has to turn or change oneself into a cow by dressing like that to be free. The 
visitor is now the owner of the land with the land owner on the verge and insecure in a 
country where there is government.
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                                        Figure 2: Punch News online
Looking at figure 2 from The Punch newspaper, it is glaring that as the Fulani 
herdsmen are busy with the destruction of life in their host communities, the federal 
government under president Muhammadu Buhari is busy paying attention to the 
message he is going to receive on their activities. In all intents and purposes, this 
cartoon captured the very silent nature of the government of the federation on the crisis 
that erupted in the state in January. The above cartoon paints the mental picture that the 
Fulani herdsmen had unalloyed and enormous support from the government to do 
their wish in the state. This was the reason for the negligence of the action in the state 
for a long time till a good number of people were slaughtered for cows. Sarcastically, 
the cartoon is pointing to the president's ear problem as he was pointing at his ear for as 
being faulty not to hear the problem of the herdsmen in Benue.  This cartoon is well 
understood by the discussants as all of them understand the message in the illustration 
as depicted by the cartoonist. 

Figure 3: Daily Trust Newspaper
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rd
 Figure 3 was published on 23  January, 2018 by Daily Trust newspaper. The 
cartoon captures attention of all the participants in the study because it has a 
dimension that is different from what others see in the killings. The reader of the 
killing news said “our security agencies said Islamic state terrorists are behind 
Benue killings…” and the other person said in return, “I guess somebody is having 
difficulty in pronouncing political terrorism”.

                                           Figure 4: Vanguard newspaper
From Figure 4 published by Vanguard news online, the cartoonist 

demonstrated an intensified effort by the Benue state governor to link to the federal 
government at the centre to come to the rescue of the people of Benue in the bondage 
and continuous killing of the people in the state. The cartoon is of ill taste and should 
not have been shaped in this way in the interest of national unity. Actually, it was made 
to draw attention and create humour but shed a bad light on the personality of the 
machineries of the serving government of the federation.

 
Figure 1: the Punch newspaper 
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In another development, figure 5 from The Punch news online is 
demonstrating the fact that the herdsmen are on top of the country and therefore had 
every right to do what they want to do and get scot free. The cartoon demonstrated that 
as cows are free to move in the country, human lives have been restricted to the some 
extent in the land. The above cartoon has ethnic implication as it reveals that Fulani 
herders are well-favoured, untouchable and free with the use of automatic weapons in 
the country as against every other set of people. 
From the FGD, the interpretation of this carton even without any word was very 
simple. Unanimously, the participants were able to capture the message at once as all 
of them affirmed that the Fulani herdsmen are laying claim to the ownership of the 
country with any other tribe in the country. According to them, the way the cartoonist 
placed the herder on top of the map demonstrated the feelings of being free and 
supported by the powers that be.

 
   

Figure 6: Leadership newspaper

In the event of the attacks in Benue state, figure 6 captures the level of silent of 
the Nigerian citizens in the killings that their people suffer. It places the responsibility 
of the crises in the area on the public rather than the constituted authority. Actually the 
cartoonist have aired the opinion of the news medium on the issue but protected the 
government of the federation and as well shifted the matter from ethno-religious angle 
to public affair by placing blame on the public. Unfortunately this cartoon places a 
high responsibility to public reaction which was expected to come against the killings 
in the state from the citizens of the country. It challenges the people to pay attention to 
the issue in the state on the ground of humanitarians interests. As every other cartoons 
are focused on the negligence of the activities of the herdsmen in the killings of the 
people, this particular cartoon differs in the sense that it makes the people to feel the 
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impact of the popular quote from Martin Lurther King Jnr. when he said that in the 
end, we remember not the voice of our enemies but the silence of our friends. 

In the contest of this cartoon, all Nigerians are guilty for the continued killings 
in the state.  While examining the respondents' understanding of the above cartoon, it 
was observed that the drawing was very clear to the people as many of the participants 
in the FGD were able to explain the meaning of the drawing in the contest of the Benue 
crisis. In a statement by one of the discussants, the cartoon challenges everybody 
within the nation for the persistence killings but blamed those whose voice are meant 
to be heard in national issues of this nature for keeping silent on the killings. Another 
discussant opened up to the message in the cartoon that places more value to the taste 
of cow meat over human lives. In general, this cartoon is more creative than other ones 
that places blame on either the government or the ethnic origin of the Fulani herders. 
The tone of the cartoon message is a reflection of the interest of the geographical 
location of the news medium publishing the contents.  

Figure &: Punch newspaper
Figure 7 demonstrated the response of the president of Nigeria on two 

separate security issues in the nation. One is the IPOB in the south east and the other is 
the herdsmen in Benue. The above cartoon has parochial treatment and protection of 
the two issues. It shows that the government frowns at IPOB and send serious men to 
stop them but finds it less attractive to look at the Fulani herdsmen attack in Benue and 
anywhere in the country. 

Figure 8: Vanguard newspaper
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 Figure 8 shows another government carefree attitude to the Fulani issues in 
the nation. As the people are crying for attention to the killings, the government is 
struggling to shut them out. This means I don't have time for your complains on this 
issue. This cartoon cast strong feelings in the minds of the people who watch it and 
are abreast with the killings in Benue.  

In figure 9, The Punch news online depicted pages of newspapers showing the 
reports on the killings in Nigeria by the herders in different states of the federation 
brought to the presidents by his adviser who asked him to get something done to save 
the situation. The reaction above from the president shows that the herders issues are 
more attended to through the words of the president rather than actions. 

Figure 9: The Punch news online

Figure 10: Vanguard newspaper online
In figure 10, the cartoonist shows the herders gun and the horrors it has created 

while the cattle rejoice over the killings of human beings. The above scene is horrific 
in nature and tear-eliciting given the number of lives wasted in the attack.  Information 
from the FGD revealed that the discussants understand the illustration as they express 
displeasure on the act portrayed in the cartoon through condemnations from their 
reactions. In the words of one of the discussants, a female student from department of 
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Agriculture said, in the olden days, people kill cattle to celebrate obituaries, now the 
trend has changed to killing human beings at the dead of one cow.

Figure 11: Vanguard newspaper
The information in figure 11 shows the position and actions of the security 

agencies who are supposed to be protecting the lives of the people from any form of 
attack. Unfortunately, the security in Nigeria is relaxed as the armless people of 
Benue die in large numbers as a result of herdsmen attacks in their own land. The 
above cartoon was well understood among the discussants. It is clear that the cartoon 
is blaming the security agencies for their silence and lackadaisical attitudes to the 
killings by the Fulani herdsmen. The cartoon influenced the discussants perception to 
a great extent as some of them linked the situation above to their unwanted invasion 
and arrest of university students by security men even when they did not commit any 
offence.  The security will be sleeping like this when the herders kill men, but rose to 
invade schools for no just course to arrest and detain students, a discussant said. 

Figure 12: Leadership Newspaper
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Figure 12 portends some difficulties in understanding among the people who 
were unable to give interpretation to the illustration. In the photograph is a figure 
depicting the former president of the country giving anti-bomb to president Buhari on 
the herders and farmers crisis in Benue state. The president is expected to use the anti-
bomb substance to handle the crisis in the state for there to be peace. On the other side 
of the cartoon, president Buhari was afraid of reacting to the crisis which held him in 
between the public criticism and his peoples' protection. Again the base of the news 
medium through which this message was aired shows a simple understanding of the 
tie surrounding the relationship between the source and the host. Unfortunately, the 
message was not clear among the respondents to whom it was exposed given the 
nature of the hidden intention of the cartoonist. 

Discussion of Findings 
On the first research question which sought to ascertain the dominant cartoon frame 
published by the select newspapers in issuing reports on the Fulani herdsmen attack 
on farmers in Benue state, the qualitative analysis revealed that majority of the 
cartoons on the Fulani herdsmen attack in Benue adopted the blame, ethnic, fear and 
all powerful media frames with blame frame dominating the reports. Of the 11 
cartoons observed as published by the select newspapers, 6 blamed the federal 
government and the security agencies for the attack in the state. This finding lends 
credence to the allegation against the federal government from some quarters of the 
country that they are supporting the Fulani herdsmen in the killing agenda in Benue. 

Considering the second research question which examined the respondents 
level of understanding of the cartoons published by the newspapers on the issue, the 
FGD report revealed that majority of the cartoons were self-explanatory, informative 
and revealing to the true situation of things in the country. The high level of 
understanding of the cartoons demonstrated a commonality of code (Owuamalam, 
2016; Agbanu, 2013; Nwodu, 2017) between the cartoonist and the participants in the 
study. With only two of the 12 cartoons posing challenges to the participants' 
understanding, it was concluded that there was high level of understanding of the 
cartoons among the respondents who were able to understand the remaining 9 
cartoons.  Moreover, this finding disagreed with the finding in Nwabueze, Igboeli and 
Ubah (2017) which revealed that there is poor level of understanding among the 
discussants that analysed the Ebola cartoons.

While fielding questions from the respondents on the third research question 
which examined that respondents' perception of the cartoons frames adopted in the 
report of the incidents, it was found that the respondents perceived the cartoons in the 
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frame of minds that the newspapers framed them. This finding was not surprising 
because it corroborated the views held by the proponents of the framing theory of 
mass communication. According to Azlan (2012), people understand the media 
message based on the ways they are presented in the media. Given the slant of the 
media presentation examined in the cartoons studied, the blame frame that was 
adopted by the media had reflected in the discussants perception of the cartoons. On 
the other hand, Shuck and De Verese (2009) established that attitude and knowledge 
that exist before media exposure play an important role in determining the framing 
effects. Here, the previous attitudes of the people on the herdsmen crises in the 
country have influenced the acceptance of the frames as applied in the published 
cartoons.

Further scholarly postulations on this theory as found in Auerbach and Bloch-
Elkon (2005) cited in Nwabueze and Ikegbunam (2016) maintain that correlations 
exist between low levels of ethnic origin and the predisposition to adopt frames in the 
media. This implies that readers' or media contents consumers' predetermine attitude 
towards a particular ethnic origin controlled by ethnic sentiment is closely related to 
the manner in which such people accept or reject a particular media frame used in 
passing across a message to them. It follows that irrespective of the tone or mood of 
language used by the media in their effort to twist a particular issue, what controls the 
acceptance of the message as real or fake is the personal disposition of the readers. 

This was found in the cartoons from the Leadership and Daily Trust cartoons 
which failed to look at the core issue in the crisis but set to introduce trivialities in the 
matter through their choice of words in the cartoons. Their target is to introduce 
entropy (Owuamalam, 2016) and see if their adoption of frames can take the readers 
away from the true position of things all in the interest of their geographical location 
which is the North. Their cartoons were very different from the other ones on the issue 
and the research participants, especially Mass Communication students perceived 
that as a protection of their ethnic origin and location. 

It is of paramount need to state that though the news media have adopted the 
frames, but have the frames captured the minds of the readers to accept the message as 
true? This is a matter of the heart of the reader which is dependent on the persons 
predetermined attitude towards the channel and the ethnic group under investigation. 
To crown their geographical interest, the Leadership newspaper attempted to play 
with the people's intelligence by introducing cartoon contents that pose challenges in 
understanding (see figures 6 and 12 for more). Unlike every other cartoon in the study, 
the information in figures 6 and 12 are not easy to understand and interpret among the 
participants. The reason is not far-fetched; it was to make a little defence for both the 
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editorial policies of the media organisation and their geographical location in the 
country. 

Interestingly, Adair (2007) and Shah, Watts, Domke & Fan (2002) have 
shown that, in general, the public is more affected by negative frames than by the 
positive ones. Unfortunately, of all the 13 cartoons, none exposed the readers to 
scenes where the farmers or organised crime groups are killing and dissecting the 
Fulani cattle in the farm as a remote cause of the Fulani herdsmen killings in the state. 
This very observation places the media into probe as to their social responsibility role 
in the society. It is expected that a cartoon or two will expose the people to a rustling of 
the Fulani herdsmen cattle by the host communities. This will encourage balanced 
reporting in the media.

Considering how the cartoon influenced the respondents' perception of 
human rights under Buhari led government, this study found that the people have lost 
confidence in the ability of the government to provide protection for the citizens of the 
country. The various cartoons depicting the actions and reactions of the president on 
the killings in the area demonstrated that the government is less interested in saving 
the lives of the people from the crisis in the state (see figures 8 and 9 for details). 
According to one of the discussants, we are on the verge, as the Fulani are on the 
rampage. The herdsmen are in-charge with guns and cutlass and the public are 
defenceless”.   

In general, the study revealed that the newspapers are only concerned with the 
actions of the herdsmen with little attention on the side of the actions from the farmers. 
The cartoons were more critical against the government of the federation (see Figures 
4, 8 and 9) than anyone else. It is understandable that the president is a Fulani man but 
to link this to the government's inability to handle the situation and stop the killings, is 
unacceptable and not supported in this study or previous studies reviewed. 

Summary and Conclusion
This study have revealed the dominant frame used in cartoon framing of the crisis in 
Benue as critic and blame frame usually targeted at the government and the security 
apparatus of the country. The study exposed the media attention to the actions and the 
reactions of the government while none was stated on the farmers fault in the whole 
deal. The frames of the cartoons was found to have influenced the peoples' perception 
of the federal government as none lackadaisical in handling and managing the 
situation. 

It was therefore concluded that the media have placed the government as 
essentially responsible in the escalation of violence via the frames reflected in the 
cartoons. The cartoon framing influenced the respondents to negatively view the 
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government in power as culpable in the Benue killings. Finally, the study equally 
revealed a significant influence of both ownership and location of news media on their 
reactions or responses to issues of national concern as can be found in the distinction 
expressed via the cartoons and the frames that depict them. This again supports the 
already established fact in media scholarship that media ownership has a heavy 
influence on editorial content.

Recommendations 
From the research findings above, the researchers recommended as follows:
1. That newspaper cartoonist should balance their attention on the Fulani 

herdsmen-Farmers crisis in Benue state by calling attention to issues of public 
knowledge where the farmers are considered culpable. As it stands, it appears that 
from the eyes of the newspaper cartoonists, the farmers are completely innocent 
and mere victims of the Fulani herders' attacks. This is not what the public knows. 
It has been reported severally in the dailies that some of the herders' attacks were 
mere reprisal or retaliatory, after they have suffered attacks from the farmers.

2. The government and the security agencies should learn from these cartoons 
and change their attitudes towards the security of lives of the people especially 
when these Fulani herdsmen are concerned. In other words, there is need for the 
government and the security agencies to take a second look at their operations and 
address any perceived bias on their part. There should be any justifiable reason 
why any section of Nigeria should think the Government is not interested in 
prosecuting the herdsmen when the commit a crime. 

3. The media should not relent in using cartoons but concerted efforts should be 
put in place not to incite the people against the government, its agencies or against 
one another. Social responsibility should be the media watchword at all times.

4. Given that some of the cartoons pose challenges to public understanding, 
cartoonists should endeavour give clear information using cartoons instead of 
trivialising them for one reason or the other. 
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