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FIGURE 17.3: 
How to Interpret a Political-Editorial Cartoon

1. Read the caption (headline) on the cartoon and see if you can identify the central 
idea. Try to put that central idea into your own words. Here’s a stem to help you: “This 
cartoon is mainly about . . . “Keep in mind that this is only a rough draft of the central 
idea. Next follow steps 2–8 to see if you discover any ideas or information that changes 
your thinking about what the central idea is.

2. What historical or contemporary event or issue was the inspiration or motivation for 
this cartoon?

3. Do you need more information about a topic to understand what the cartoon means? 
Use the resources in figure 12.5, Quick-REACH Toolkit, on page 157. 

4. Are any of the people shown in the cartoon real people (living or dead)?

5. A caricature is an exaggerated drawing of a physical feature of an actual person. If a 
person has ears that stick out slightly, the cartoonist will draw the ears of that person 
in the cartoon to be the first thing you see when you look at the cartoon. Does the 
cartoonist use caricatures in the cartoon you are viewing? 

6. Symbols are objects pictured in the cartoon that stand for an idea. For example, an 
elephant stands for the Republican Party and a donkey stands for the Democratic 
Party. Are there any symbols in the cartoon you are viewing? 

7. What opinion or message do you think the cartoonist is trying to convey? 

8. Does the cartoonist seem to have any biases for or against a certain position or idea?

9. Has your idea about the central idea of the cartoon changed as you have considered 
all of the different parts of the cartoon? Take a moment to quickly write down what you 
now think the central idea of the cartoon is. 
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