
Analyzing editorial 
cartoons



What is an 
� An editorial cartoon uses pictures and text to make a statement 

about something. 
� Editorial cartoons are a way to express opinions about a wide range of 

topics, such as politics or culture. 
� Cartoonists often use images of well-known people, places and things 

to send a message. 
� Editorial cartoons can be challenging because you often need 

background knowledge to understand them.



political cartoons are 
expressions of opinion. They use 
all sorts of emotional appeals 

and other techniques to 
persuade others to accept those 
opinions. They are evidence of a 

point of view, often a heavily 
biased point of view.



Just because cartoons are biased...
Don’t steer away from using them as historical 
evidence. 
� They can provide many kinds of evidence in a vivid, 

even entertaining way. 
� You can make inferences about the cartoon:

� What conditions might have given rise to this cartoon? 
� What groups might it have appealed to? 
� What values does the cartoon express overtly or 

implicitly?



Things to Look for:

VISUAL SYMBOLS AND 

METAPHORS: 

A visual symbol in a cartoon is 

any image that stands for some

other thing, event, person, 

abstract idea or trend in the 

news. 

For example, a dollar sign 

may stand for the entire

economy. An octopus may 

stand for a powerful 

corporation with “tentacles” 

controlling many other 

institutions.



Things to Look for:

VISUAL DISTORTION: 

Changes or exaggerations in 

size, shape, emotions or gestures 

often add extra meaning

to the symbols the cartoon 

includes. 

For example, a dragon is 

often used as a symbol for 

China. But a huge,

snorting dragon will make a 

different point about China 

from a tired, limping, meek 

dragon.



When you are trying to interpret any editorial cartoon

Look at the 
picture.

Examine the 
images and 
text in the 

cartoon, and 
describe 
what you 

see. Is there 
anything 

that looks 
familiar?

Look at 
the 

BIGGER 
picture.

Think about what 

has happened in 

the past and 
what is 

happening in the 

present. What is 

the artist of the 

cartoon trying to 
tell you?



Try using the strategy 
with an editorial 
cartoon.

Look at the picture: 
What images do you see?
What does the text say?
What looks familiar in the cartoon?

Look at the BIGGER picture.
What past and/or present event is shown here?
What is the artist trying to say?



Analyzing for origin and purpose
Many of the steps that you have taken to 
analyze the origin and purpose of past 
documents will not change. You will still identify 
the specifics of the author and publisher. 
You need to understand the author’s opinion 
and the intentions in their drawings in order to 
correctly determine the purpose, however. 

Don’t explain what is happening in the 
cartoon, instead explain how 

symbolism/details/exaggerations help 
to demonstrate the author’s opinion or 

the document’s purpose.  



Analyzing for Value and Limitations
You will still complete Value and Limitations just as you 
have done for other documents. For Value, you will point 
out two ways the cartoon brings value to us as 
historians and learners by using evidence from the 
cartoon and Origin and Purpose. For Limitations, you will 
explain how to cartoon limits us as historians due to 
elements in the cartoon and Origin and Purpose.


