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the words are attributed.  Since no characters have open mouths in the cartoon, 

without the bolt extending to the radio, it is likely that the skimmer would not have 

attributed the words to the radio, and with all the other visual effects in the panel, 

it would have caused confusion.  This is another case of a cartoonist putting 

visuals and text in the right places to solve the puzzle of creating an effective 

cartoon. 

 

Figure 22: This 1997 cartoon by Dick Locher shows an AT&T from the caption to 
a radio at the bottom of the panel. 

 
Calligraphy 

     More important than the location of text is the content of the text, but as each 

cartoon is different, it is difficult to make generalizations about what the artist 
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chooses to say about each issue in any given situation.  However, the way the 

words are written sometimes affects the understanding that skimmers have of the 

text.  An artist may use calligraphy in order to reinforce the words.  Calligraphy 

includes simply making a word or phrase bold in order to draw attention to it. It 

also involves hand-lettering elaborate fonts in order to depict a symbolic 

representation.  The affect of calligraphy is that it guides the skimmer to the 

emotional response that the artist wishes of his/her audience. 

     The simplest form of calligraphy is for the artist to embolden words in a text to 

cause the skimmer to read that word with more emphasis than the words around 

it.  In this way, the artist guides the skimmer to understand the cartoon as the 

artist intended for it to be understood.  In a Pogo cartoon of September 18, 1952, 

artist Walt Kelly publishes a series of cartoons in which his title character runs for 

President of the United States.  In this animal strip, Deacon Mushrat is sitting 

next to cowbirds talking to three bats about Pogo’s candidacy (figure 23).  The 

bats ask a question in which one word is emphasized in a question in the third 

panel.  Emboldening one word can make a difference in the perception of the 

skimmer.  There is a difference between the following sentences: “How can the 

deacon be biased like that?,” and “How can the deacon be biased like that?”  In 

the first sentence the artist stresses the word “biased’ in order to emphasize that 

the deacon’s opinion is not neutral.  In the second sentence, the stress is on the 

word “deacon” in order to distinguish the bias of the deacon from any other 

character in the strip.  The artist draws attention to the word “biased” over other 

words in the sentence in order to guide the skimmer toward the succeeding 
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phrase in which another one of the bats asks, “Yeh!  Why can’t he be biased like 

us once in a while?”71  Again, the stress is on the object of the sentence in order 

to guide the skimmer to the understanding that the artist wishes of the skimmer.  

Without the calligraphic guides, the skimmer may not have the reaction that the 

artist is attempting to affect. 

 
Figure 23: This Pogo cartoon by Walt Kelly show two types of calligraphy.  Words 

that are meant to be stressed are emboldened, and the words of Deacon 
Mushrat are written in a gothic script to indicate piousness. 

 
Heteroglossia  

     Besides dialogism, discussed previously, heteroglossia  is also a term coined 

by Mikhail Bakhtin to describe rhetoric that appears dichotomous.  There are 

three ways that this could happen.  Heteroglossia is a single utterance with two 

different meanings—often opposed to each other.  Sue Vice, author of 

Introducing Bakhtin states, “Heteroglossia…refers both to a variable state of 

affairs and to one which is constant.”72  This opposition of constant and variable 

states lends itself to political satire in that while politics is a constant, the issues 

and personalities are always in flux.  Dialogism is a single utterance that comes 
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from two or more sources.  Vice explains, “Dialogism takes on its more precise 

characteristics, such as ‘the mixing of intentions of speaker and listener.’”73  

Dialogism is a useful tool of cartoonists who wish to convey the complexity of an 

issue.  Finally, dialogized heteroglossia is a single utterance from multiple 

sources that carries a mixed meaning.   Vice further explains, “’Dialogized 

heteroglossia’ refers to the combative relations different languages enter into 

when they come into contact, most clearly perceptible in a text.”74  Political 

cartoons contain dialogized heteroglossia.  The May 11, 2011 cartoon by Clay 

Bennett of the Chattanooga Times Free Press is a case in point (figure 24).  The 

cartoonist shows a doormat made of wood.  On the front edge of the mat are the 

words, “immigration policy.”  The word “welcome” is formed by nails sticking up 

through the board.75  Because of the two different languages, English and nails, 

there is a mixed message as to whether immigrants are welcome or not.  Of 

course it may depend on who the speaker is.  There are some industries, such 

as agriculture, that welcome, and even encourage, immigration and immigrant 

labor.  There are others, labor unions, who discourage immigration and 

immigrant labor.  Those are the dichotomies that are apparent in this cartoon.  

Politics is notorious for its disagreements, so these rhetorical techniques help to 

explain some of the complexities political cartoonists attempt to address when 

satirizing political controversy.  As with this cartoon, often, when cartoonists draw 

cartoons that are dialogic, they do not take sides, but illustrate the complexity of 

an issue. 
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Figure 24: This Clay Bennett cartoon from May 11, 2011 is an example of 

dialogic heteroglossia in that it sends a mixed message coming from different 

voices. 

 
     Calligraphic dialogism is the multiple-voiced text of a cartoonist using fancy 

script.  Referring to the Pogo cartoon strip of September 18, 1952 (figure 23), 

when Walt Kelly writes text for Deacon Mushrat, he uses gothic script in order to 

indicate the pious attitude of the character.  The skimmer not only reads the 

words of the character but also sees the fancy font that the artist uses in order to 

indicate snobbishness.  The heteroglossia exists in the two voices (the text and 

font) in the single utterance.  Because of the unfamiliar font, the skimmer must 

also slow down as s/he is reading the text in order to understand the meaning.  A 

complaint by an editor confirms this.  In his autobiography, Kelly states, “One 

editor wrote me that the [calligraphic] speech was hard to read.  I could only reply 



75 
 

that it was mighty hard to letter, too.”76  That it is hard to read forces the skimmer 

to take a little extra time to appreciate the artist’s intent.  The extra effort that 

artists put into their work is sometimes the difference between a successful 

cartoon and one that is forgettable.   

     While Pogo is a marginally political cartoon strip, similar devices are used in 

editorial cartoons.  In 1997, Roy Peterson of the Vancouver (BC) Sun drew a 

cartoon criticizing President Clinton for his possible role in accepting $366,000 in 

campaign contributions from California businessman Johnny Chung, allowing 

access to the President from Chinese businessmen (figure 25).77  The cartoon’s 

text, which initially looks like Chinese characters arranged vertically, when 

examined more closely, becomes English words arranged vertically.  The text, “It 

is deemed most fortunate that donations to the Democratic Party from China 

have had no influence on the presidency,” could be interpreted as either a 

pseudo-Confucian saying or a fortune from a cookie.  That the cartoon’s text is 

written in calligraphy slows the skimmer down and demands that s/he give the 

cartoon more attention than most editorial cartoons demand.  Though the words 

say that the Chinese have had no influence on the presidency, the Chinese 

writing calls that notion into question causing the single utterance to not only be 

heteroglossia in its Chinese/English hybrid but to be dialogism in that the 

skimmer is not sure whether the Chinese influenced the presidency or not.  In 

this case, the cartoonist is neither confirming nor denying the guilt of the 

President.  The cartoonist is defining the issue as controversial. 
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Figure 25: The pseudo-Chinese calligraphy in this Geoff Olson cartoon from 

1997 sends a mixed message to the skimmer.  Has the presidency been 

influenced or not? 

 

     The text of a cartoon makes up much of the puzzle that cartoonists assemble 

on a daily basis.  It is paired with a picture to tell a story.  It is possible for the 

elements of a good cartoon to be present in the tableau, but if the arrangement of 

the elements is inconsistent with a logical story-telling process, the puzzle pieces 

will not fit and the cartoon will be less enjoyable.  
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Conclusion 

     Like all art forms, the editorial cartoon has been evolving in order to meet the 

needs of those who appreciate the medium.  Deriving from classical art forms, 

cartooning began as art with a wink.  Focusing on topical subject matter (as 

opposed to religion and mythology), cartooning crossed the Atlantic and became 

a part of the American journalism. 

     According to James H. Billington, the Librarian of Congress, “Editorial 

cartoons are part of the political discourse of our democratic society….They 

reflect the passions of the moment; they also tell us, over time, a great deal 

about the history of our nation.78  The cartoonists, who are often dismissed as 

japers of the art world, continually tweak their craft in an effort to be the one who 

best reflects the passions of the moment.  Moreover, there is substantial 

evidence their jesting influences opinions and affects policy.  Therefore, what 

they do and how they do it should demand more scrutiny. 

     Using Dr. LeRoy Carl’s research as evidence, only 15% of the population 

understands editorial cartoons.  Because cartoons combine metaphors, symbols, 

and other pictorial representations with text, political cartooning could be 

considered, if not another language, a dialect of a language only partially 
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intelligible to, and therefore, less appreciated by those who are unfamiliar with its 

rhetorical elements.  Therefore, this art form reaches a vast minority of 

Americans.  Why is cartooning important?  The people who appreciate political 

cartoons are the ones who keep abreast of issues and influence policy.  

     There is ample evidence that politicians appreciate editorial cartoons.  In 

1956, Dwight Eisenhower invited 95 U. S. editorial cartoonists to the White 

House for a luncheon in which they caricatured the President while he spoke to 

them.  That collection of cartoons was bound, and published.79  As well, 

according to Gary Yarrington, the Curator of the Lyndon Johnson Library, L. B. J. 

collected the editorial cartoons that were drawn of his administration, and the 

library contains 3,800 of them.  In 1968, Willie Day Taylor, Johnson’s assistant, 

stated, “We request all kinds of originals—those opposing the Administration as 

well as those favoring it.  We will let history judge the comments.”80  Senator 

Jesse Helms collected editorial cartoons about himself and published the 

collection in 1998.81  The list goes on of politicians who have framed original 

cartoons hanging in their offices.   

     In addition, political cartoon strips are also gaining popularity, possibly 

because of the increased involvement skimmers can enjoy with the subject 

matter.  Although syndicates keep the exact number of newspapers that carry 

cartoon strips close to the vest, according to the Irish Times, in June 2011, 
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Doonesbury was published in about 1,100 newspapers every day, making it one 

of the most popular syndicated strips in the world.82  That indicates that there is a 

market for political cartoons.  That a cartoon strip should be more popular than 

any editorial cartoonist indicates that the market is changing.  Doonesbury has a 

strong presence on the Internet indicating that it may be adapting to the new 

media better than traditional cartoons.  The art form, in general, must adapt in 

order to attract skimmers.   

     Newspapers have been going out of business because news information is 

available on the Internet and sales of newspapers have been decreasing.  

Editorial cartoons are going to have to adapt to new market demands in order for 

the general population to embrace the art form.  Pat Oliphant’s Punk the 

Penguin, Garry Trudeau’s Doonesbury, and Nick Anderson’s long format editorial 

cartoons are popular for a reason—they are easier to understand than most 

editorial cartoons.  Therefore, they attract more readers than those cartoons that 

assume the skimmer knows the rhetoric and is abreast of current events.  These 

kinds of adaptations and new innovations are necessary to ensure the survival of 

the political cartooning media. 
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