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Editorial cartoons — also known as political 
cartoons — have been around as long as there’s been 
political discourse and dissent. 

In the U.S., they’re a vibrant part of American culture and history, 
and no matter how controversial, are                               
protected as free speech under the First                       
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. 

the late Pulitzer-Prize winning cartoonist                             
Doug Marlette described them THIS WAY. . . 

Cartoons are the acid test 
of the First Amendment. 

They push the boundaries 
of free speech by the very 

qualities that have 
endangered them: Cartoons 

are hard to defend. 



SATIRE is a centuries-old use 
of humor, irony, exaggeration, or 

ridicule to expose and criticize 
people's stupidity or vices, 

particularly in the context of 
contemporary politics and other 

topical issues.

Although satire is usually meant to 
be funny, the purpose of satire is 
not primarily humor in itself so 
much as an attack on something the 
author strongly disapproves of, 
using wit as a weapon.

Stephen Colbert

Satire has been called the oldest form of social 
commentary. 

A time-tested approach to deal with the injustices and 
problems in society has always been to start with comedy. 

By laughing at something, we can acknowledge its reality while 
denying it power over our emotions.

Satire also gets people to pay attention to social issues 
when they might otherwise ignore them. 

Satirists hold a mirror to the flaws of society, helping 
people think critically about things they might otherwise just 
take for granted.



Misconceptions about satire

Because satire often combines anger and humor it can be 
profoundly disturbing.

Because it is essentially ironic or sarcastic, it is often 
misunderstood. 

Common uncomprehending responses to satire include 
accusations of poor taste, or that “it’s just not funny,” 

or the idea that the satirist actually does support the ideas, 
policies, or people they are attacking. 

In 2008, the cover of the 
New Yorker magazine was 
denounced as "tasteless" 
by Democratic party 
candidate Barack Obama's 
campaign workers. 

The editor David Remnick 
explained that the 
controversial 
illustration by Barry 
Blitt on the July cover 
was meant to be satire, 
and mocked the right 
wing's perception of the 
formidable couple.

apparently, Many people 
did not get the joke, and 
the image was quickly 
circulated around the 
world.



There’s no mistaking any 
of these images as 
anything other than 
satire.



the new yorker magazine has always been noted for 
its satirical covers, and the trump presidency brought 
out some of its best work.



The Week, a joint 
publication in the UK 
and us, uses a much 
stronger approach 
on its satirical 
covers.



Offensive material vs. 
free speech

Recently, cartoonist Michael de Adder claimed his contract with four 
Canadian newspapers had abruptly ended after he drew this...

Based on an AP photo of a 
migrant father and his 

daughter drowned while 
crossing the rio Grande 

river into the U.S.



more of de adder’s work



And, the New york times international edition ended 
the use of all political cartoons because of this one 
depicting a blind donald trump being led by the prime 
minister of israel pictured as a dachshund.

Patrick chappatte, one of several cartoonists “let 
go” because of this blanket ban said this...

“Political 
cartoons were born 
with democracy. And 
they are challenged 

when freedom is.”



of course, cartoonists “mentioned” the event...

Michael de Adder picturing the New York Times as the Roman Empire 
feeding a cartoonist to the lions for his “crimes.”

And Rick McKee depicting a hot 
debate over whether to include 
editorial cartoonists as covered 
by the First Amendment.



satirical targets have tended to be about people and institutions 
abusing positions of power—what is known HISTORICALLY in satire 
circles as “Punching Up,” making those with power accountable.

Cartoonist Thomas Nast 
became famous for his work 
during this time.

the 19th century paper Harper’s Weekly mercilessly hounded the 
infamous, de facto, leader of NYC’s shadow government, Boss Tweed.

“Let’s stop them 
damned pictures. I 
don’t care what the 

papers write about me. 
My constituents can’t 
read; but damn it, they 

can see pictures!’’

eventually, nast’s 
satirical pen helped put 
TWEED AND HIS CRONIES out 
of business.



What constitutes punching 

up today?

Contemporary cartoonist and artistic chronicler of 
gonzo journalist Hunter S. Thomson, Ralph Steadman 
says . . .

“There can come a 
stage where what you 
are producing is just 
irresponsible graffiti. 
For which there is no 
point. But working as 
a responsible 
satirist . . . you would 
seek to produce 
something that is 
very funny in some 
way.”

Ralph Steadman



Steadman has punched up, particularly at presidents, 
from ronald reagan. . .

A take on Reagan’s penchant for being on camera matched 
with his sometimes anti-democratic tendencies.

to george bush. . .                             To Donald TrumP.

The suicide bomber of Baghdad                                         The Statue of Liberty Takers



Some people have found his images, especially of presidents, to be 
offensive and in poor taste.

Steadman replies. . . 

To offend the right person is its own reward. To get that 
response from someone, you almost feel it’s a compliment. 

But choosing the right person to offend is perhaps the most 
important part of the job. But it comes naturally to me. I 
don’t like bullies. I try to insult them, if I can.

Because of its unique power to communicate, As [the language 
philosopher] Ludwig Wittgenstein asserted, the only thing of 
value is the thing you cannot say. 

Sometimes you can’t communicate the idea or the emotion, 
but a drawing can. 

The caption reads, “Donald Trump, Porky Pie”



but, how far 
can you go?

Dwayne booth (aka mr. fish) pushes that limit 
every day

He is one of the rare cartoonists who refuses 
to compromise with society’s increasing 

tendency to be offended. 



His work is non-partisan. 
He’s willing to point out 
what he sees as the 
important issues, no 
matter who it offends.





some more current messages



Comedian Lenny Bruce, is ranked number three on the list of 
all-time great comedians.

During the 1950s through the mid-1960s, He was renowned for 
his open freestyle and critical form of comedy which 
contained satire, politics, religion, sex, and lots of vulgarity. 

HE was arrested several times for his standup routines 
Because of THAT vulgarity.

He continued to believe he should be protected by the first 
amendment.

He died from a drug overdose in 1966.

Mr. Fish often quotes one of his heroes, Lenny Bruce.

Bruce being arrested for vulgarity A poster by Mr Fish depicting one of 
Bruce’s more famous quotes



who cares, and why?

cartoonists have answered that question too



But, as Ralph Steadman says:
“If you are trying to warn a population against an approaching 

doomsday, you don’t want to make that clever and cartoonish. You 
want to make that ugly and worthy of disdain.” 

or as mr. fish says
“If you don’t look, you can’t see.”



But, IS THERE A LINE?
graphic artist joe sacco thinks so.

“When we draw a line, 
we are often crossing 
one too. Because 
lines on paper are a 
weapon and satire is 
meant to cut to the 
bone. But whose bone? 
What exactly is the 
target? And why?”

               -- JOE SACCO 

The last 3 panels of a multi-panel rebuttal of the charlie hebdo 
approach to satire, which he viewed as punching down.



He might have been right. Following the murder 
of much of the magazine’s staff by terrorists, 
Charlie hebdo continued to offend people.

this is A charlie Hebdo cartoon likening the 
victims of a massive italian earthquake to 
italian food.

Is this punching up?



so, Think about it this way. . .

Anyone in the business of persuasion needs to ask themselves: 
Who am I potentially offending, and why.

Just because you can say it, doesn’t mean is should be said. 
(difference between the law and ethics)

The First Amendment simply allows you to do so. (The law)

Your conscience takes over from there. (ethics)

conversely, if you are offended, ask yourself by what and why.

Do you object to the message or simply the way it’s presented?

And remember, “If you don’t look, you can’t see.”



Remember, SATIRE CAN TAKE MANY FORMS, and is 
considered protected speech under the first 

amendment.

for a very good reason.
Satire and parody have served for 

generations as a means of criticizing public 
figures, exposing political injustice, 

communicating social ideologies, and pursuing 
such artistic ends as literary criticism.

Or, as Mark Twain noted:


