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2000 DOC. #6: Comic Strips

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Political cartoons have been a part of the U.S. presidential election landscape since at least 1800 (doc. #5).
Sometimes editorial cartoonists have had a deep impact on the voters’ views of candidates. In 1872 (doc.
#1) cartoonist Thomas Nast drew cartoons attacking Democratic candidate Horace Greeley so constantly
and effectively that Greeley commented after his loss, “l have been assailed so bitterly that | hardly knew
whether | was running for the presidency or the penitentiary” (Boller 129). Cartoonist Herblock had a sim-
ilarly adversarial relationship with Richard Nixon (1972 doc. #4). His caricature of “Tricky Dick” con-
tributed to the public’s distrust of Nixon (the first President to resign from office).

On the other hand cartoonists could also elevate the image of a presidential candidate as well. Cartoonist
Clifford Berryman forever endeared children to presidential candidate Teddy Roosevelt with his cartoon
of the “Teddy bear” that Roosevelt refused to shoot. Franklin D. Roosevelt certainly benefited from Rollin
Kirby’s cartoons in praise of him.

Garry Trudeau’s earliest “Doonesbury” election cartoons, published in his college newspaper, showed
Mike Doonesbury sitting in front of the TV and holding his head during the 1968 Nixon versus Humphrey
campaign. Seven years later, in 1975, Trudeau became the first comic strip cartoonist to win the Pulitzer
Prize for Political Cartooning. A quarter century later Mike Doonesbury was still agonizing over presi-
dential election campaigns. He was joined by a new generation of cartoon characters, including Huey
and Riley from the “Boondocks” comic strip. “Boondocks” creator Aaron McGruder credits Garry Trudeau
as one of his heroes.

> Distribute the two-page handouts of “Doonesbury” and “Boondocks” comic strips. Have
students work in teams to answer the questions and prepare answers for the class.

Have each team present answers to the following questions. Note that the order of the presentation
questions differs from the student handout.

> Project the document, 2000 doc. #6a.

avestion ~ What political characters does each of
the speech bubbles represent? Explain
your reasoning.

"Doonesbury” Strlp #1

Clinton except the 4th bubble that repre- June 5, 2000
sents Al Gore.

suGGesTED ANSWER | All the bubbles represent President Bill

PowerPoint Slide

EVIDENCE | they are in the White House where Clinton Cartoon on student handout

was President and Gore Vice President in June
of 2000; "I do really dumb things” is a refer-
ence to Clinton’s sex scandal
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QUESTION

SUGGESTED ANSWER

EVIDENCE

What are the messages about Gore and
Bush?

Gore has an image problem because he
seems too smart while Bush is doing better
because he is funny.

“people will always prefer the class clown to
the class nerd”

> Explain that you will discuss the third question

after presenting all three strips.

QUESTION

SUGGESTED ANSWER

QUESTION

SUGGESTED ANSWER

EVIDENCE

QUESTION

SUGGESTED ANSWER

EVIDENCE

> Project the document, 2000 doc. #6b.

Who is speaking here?

Clinton and Gore are represented here, the
same as in the first strip.

What are the messages in this strip
about Gore and Bush?

Gore should pretend to be more of a “regu-
lar guy” Bush’s difficulty pronouncing
words makes him seem less elitist and vot-
ers forget that he had a privileged upbring-
ing.

“reactivate your down-home accent,” “any-
thing to soften you up,” Bush's “lvy League
pedigree evaporates” when he speaks

> Project the document, 2000 doc. #6c¢.

Who does the guy in the hat represent?
What about the last speech bubble?
Explain your reasoning.

George W. Bush is the guy in the hat and he
is speaking to an aide.

the aide calls him “Governor” and his cowboy
hat represents Texas

“Doonesbury” Strip #2
June 7, 2000

PowerPoint Slide
Cartoon on student handout

u

Doonesbury” Strip #3
September 9, 2000

PowerPoint Slide
Cartoon on student handout
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~

avestion | What are the messages here about
Bush?

SUGGESTED ANSWER | Bush is shallow and stupid.

EVIDENCE | “this election isn't about cantent,” “isn't that
what America wants?”

auestion | Does Trudeau seem to be taking a stand
for or against any of the candidates
through these strips? Explain.

SUGGESTED ANSWER | Although Trudeau is making fun of Bush,
Gore, and Clinton, he makes Bush out to
be a stupid simpleton and Gore out to be
too smart. This would seem to be more
supportive of Gore. Nader is not men-
tioned at all.

> Project the document, 2000 doc. #6d.

MAN, YOU'RE WASTING YOUR HELL ALSO INSTALL
TIME _ | COULON'T CARE LESS . GW.
ABOUT THESE GUYS — THEY'RE COURTROOM AND JA

AL THE SAME TO ME , SCHOOL, EXECUTIONS.

USTEN, YOU LIKE
GUNS, RIGHT? 4

avestion | What are the messages in this strip
about Bush?

SUGGESTED ANSWER | Bush is pro-gun and pro-death penalty. ”Boondocks" Strlp #1
evibence | “G.W. Bush will let you carry guns anywhere October 19, 2000
you want,” “he'll also install electric chairs in
every courtroom and jail cell” PowerPoint Slide

Cartoon on student handout

> Explain that you will discuss the other questions
after presenting all three strips.

> Project the document, 2000 doc. #6e.

0K, NOW THIS GUY YOU ) POF COURSE, YOU REAUZE GOVERNMENT
IS RALPH NADER. IF HE WINS,
HELL DECRIMINALIZE DRUGS.
MAN | THER MONETARY VALUE THERE WOULD
NO MORE DRUG KINGPINS.

AW MWAN Rl‘S

auesTion | What are the messages in this strip i
about Ralph Nader? oo

suGGESTED ANSWER | Nader will decriminalize drugs.

"Boondocks” Strip #2
EviDENcE | “he’ll decriminalize drugs” October 20, 2000

PowerPoint Slide
Cartoon on student handout
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> Project the document, 2000 doc. #6f.

QUESTION

SUGGESTED ANSWER

EVIDENCE

QUESTION

SUGGESTED ANSWER

QUESTION

SUGGESTED ANSWER

What are the messages in this strip
about Al Gore?

Gore is boring.
“he's your run-of-the-mill politician,” “Clinton
minus the charm,” “he sounds kinda DULL"

What comic roles do the characters
Huey (the older brother) and Riley play
in these three strips?

Riley plays the naive, young, hip-hop talk-
ing brother while Huey is the sharp, intel-
lectual, older brother who tricks Riley into
learning something about politics. In comic
terms, Huey plays the “straight man” while
Riley provides the “comic relief.”

What are the messages being present-
ed about African American boys in
these strips?

The character of Riley aspires to the stereo-
type of the gun toting, drug running, inner-
city black male. Huey presents a very dif-
ferent image of an intellectually sophisticat-
ed and politically engaged young black
man. One could argue that the character of
Riley reinforces a stereotype. On the other
hand McGruder challenges stereotypes by
showing two young African American boys
who are very different from each other.

SO THE BUSH GUY 1S ALL ASOUT\ ]
THE GATS, AND THE NADER GUY IS
AL ABOUT THE DRUGS — MAY,

ME'S YDOR Rt' -OF-THE-MILL

POLTCS 1S KINDA TLL! ICALLY, CLNTON MINOS)
"R i MO Tt S0k SCRAS,

“Boondocks” Strip #3
October 21, 2000

PowerPoint Slide
Cartoon on student handout
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auestion | Does Aaron McGruder, the cartoonist,
seem to be taking a stand for or
against any of the candidates through
his strip? Explain your answer.

SUGGESTED ANSWER | Although there is no clear preference
shown in these three strips, Bush is shown
as crazy for guns and executions and Nader
as into drugs, while Gore is merely por-
trayed as dull. Similar toTrudeau’s three
strips, McGruder seems to favor Gore.
McGruder gave Nader as much coverage in
these strips as he gives Bush and Gore,
which is a lot more than most media
sources did at the time.

avestion | Is the information in comic strips about
political candidates accurate?

suGGEeSTED ANSWER | Comic strips are intended to make people
laugh and to think. They are not necessarily
a credible source for campaign information.

SEE NOTE Com_lc strips typically appear on ’Fhe

comic page of a newspaper, reinforcing
their humorous or satirical nature.
Occasionally a comic strip that frequent-

ly focuses on political issues, like
“Doonesury,” appears on the editorial

Garry Trudeau is a Yale-educated, white cartoonist who began syn- page. Th's elevates the strip to the level
dicating his strip nationally in 1970. Aaran McGruder is a young of political commentary.

African American cartoonist educated at the University of Maryland
who began national distribution of “Boondocks” in 1999. How
might the age, race, and background of these cartoonists influence CONNECTIONS
the content of their comic strips?

FURTHER QUESTIONS

(see thematic listing)
Can you think of other contemporary cartoonists whose work deals Cartoons
with presidential campaigns?

Discuss what level of political awareness political cartoons like
these might require in order for the reader to understand the humor.

Does political cartooning promote political engagement or cyni-
cism? Why or why not?
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