
3.16 SkillBuilder: Analysing political cartoons and
propaganda posters
3.16.1 Tell me
What are political cartoons and propaganda posters?
Political cartoons are drawings made by cartoonists to comment on the political issues of the time. They
often use humour to make serious points about these issues. They are usually published in newspapers or
magazines, in print or, more recently, online.

Propaganda posters also use images. They aim to influence people’s attitudes or behaviour. Some
propaganda aims to spread false information. Propaganda can also present the truth, but it presents facts
selectively, which makes it biased.

Why is it important to analyse political cartoons and propaganda posters?
Both propaganda posters and political cartoons can be very useful primary sources. Analysing them is
therefore an important skill when studying the history of periods in which they were created. During World
War II, propaganda posters and cartoons used several techniques, including playing on people’s fears or
prejudices. Their aims were varied, from urging people to grow their own food to encouraging them to
enlist. These posters and cartoons can tell us a great deal about the time and give us insights into people’s
perspectives, as well as helping us to evaluate how their perspectives were influenced by events, ideas and
beliefs.

3.16.2 Show me

SOURCE 1 This is the Enemy, a
poster produced in the USA by
artists Karl Koehler and Victor
Ancona in 1942 for the Artists for
Victory Campaign

When you study a propaganda poster or political cartoon you need
to think carefully about its subject matter, aims and techniques. You
need to ask questions such as:
1. Who created the poster or cartoon (if known)? Where and when

and for what organisation was it created? What was happening
at the time the poster or cartoon was produced?

2. What is the main subject of the image? What background
and minor details are shown?

3. What techniques are used? For example, does it use symbols or
specific colours and, if so, then what is their effect? Does it use
caricature (exaggerating features) of figures to ridicule them?

4. If there is text in the cartoon or poster, what does it suggest?
5. Why would the cartoon or poster have been created and who

is its intended audience? What are its perspective and message?
6. For what aspect of the topic does the poster or cartoon provide

useful evidence and to what extent is it accurate and reliable?
These questions have been applied to SOURCES 1 and 2, which are

examples of World War II posters and cartoons.
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Questions about SOURCE 1 Answers

1. Who created the poster or cartoon (if known)
and where, when and for what organisation
was it created? What was happening at the
time the poster was produced?

It was created by Karl Koehler and Victor Ancona in the
United States in 1942 for the Artist for Victory Campaign.
The United States had entered World War II the day after the
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941.

1. What is the main subject of the image? What
background and minor details are shown?

The main subject of the image is the face of a Nazi officer.
There are no background details but reflected in the officer’s
monocle (eye glass) is a victim of Nazism hanging from a
gallows.

1. What techniques are used? For example,
does it use symbols or specific colours and,
if so, then what is their effect? Does it use
caricature (exaggerating features) of figures
to ridicule them?

The gallows is used as a symbol of Nazi atrocities. Its stark
use of black and white rather than colour symbolises death.
The way the officer’s face is drawn is a caricature, with
downturned lips and a sharp nose suggesting extreme
harshness and cruelty.

1. If there is text in the cartoon or poster, what
does it suggest?

The only text is ‘This is the enemy’, which reinforces the idea
that everything this man represents is a threat to humanity.

1. Why would the cartoon or poster have been
created and who is its intended audience?
What are its perspective and message?

The USA entered the war in late 1941 after the Japanese
attack on Pearl Harbor so the cartoon would have been
created to help rally support for the US war effort against
Nazi Germany as well as Japan. Its intended audience is
the US public, particularly those who may have had doubts
about the reasons for US involvement in the war against
Nazi Germany. Its perspective is strongly anti-Nazi and its
message is that Nazi Germany is an evil, cruel enemy.

1. For what aspect of the topic does the poster
or cartoon provide useful evidence and to
what extent is it accurate and reliable?

The poster provides useful evidence for US commitment to
the war in 1942 and the US government’s efforts to influence
public opinion in favour of the war effort by portraying
Nazis as evil murderers. The accuracy and reliability of that
message are overwhelmingly supported by other evidence.

SOURCE 2 What’s
Cookin’?, a cartoon
produced in Australia
by artist Noel Counihan
in 1944

Source: Australian War Memorial ART90007
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Questions about SOURCE 2 Answers

1. Who created the poster or cartoon (if known) and
where, when and for what organisation was it
created? What was happening at the time the
cartoon was produced?

It was created by Noel Counihan in Australia in 1944.
We do not know what organisation it was created for.
By 1944 the tide of war had turned firmly against Nazi
Germany.

1. What is the main subject of the image? What
background and minor details are shown?

The main subject of the image is Adolf Hitler. He is
depicted sitting on a huge bomb with a burning fuse
that does not have long to go before it explodes.

1. What techniques are used? For example, does it
use symbols or specific colours and if so then
what is their effect? Does it use caricature
(exaggerating features) of figures to ridicule them?

The bomb is a symbol of the destructive power
unleashed by the war. The cartoon caricatures Hitler
by depicting him looking ridiculous as he sits forlornly
wringing his hands, unable to avoid Nazism’s coming
fate.

1. If there is text in the cartoon or poster, what does
it suggest?

The only text is ‘What’s cookin’?’, which means ‘What
is happening?’ Clearly Hitler is about to be ‘cooked’.
This reinforces the idea that the days of Nazism are
numbered.

1. Why would the cartoon or poster have been
created and who is its intended audience? What
are its perspective and message?

By 1944 the tide of war had turned firmly against Nazi
Germany so the cartoon was probably created to
give people hope and some pleasure after years of
hardship and sacrifice. Its intended audience is the
Australian public. Its perspective is strongly anti-Nazi
and its message is that Hitler will soon suffer the fate he
deserves.

1. For what aspect of the topic does the poster or
cartoon provide useful evidence and to what
extent is it accurate and reliable?

The poster provides very useful evidence for attitudes
in Australia in 1944, at the time when it was clear that
the Axis was losing the war. It is probably accurate and
reliable in representing Australian attitudes at the time.
However, as we know that Germany was not defeated
until May 1945, we can say that the cartoon was not
necessarily accurate or reliable in its representation of
the actual war situation.
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3.16.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

3.16 ACTIVITIES
Now that you have seen two examples, you can use the questions in the examples above to analyse SOURCES 3
and 4.

SOURCE 3 This is the Most Important Job
you Ever did: Australian Textile Industry,
and that Means You, a poster issued by the
Department of War Organisation and
Industry in Australia in 1942

Source: Australian War Memorial ARTV02161

SOURCE 4 Which Way?, a poster created
by Daryl Lindsay and issued by the
Australian Commonwealth Military Forces
Southern Command in Australia between
1939 and 1943

Source: Australian War Memorial ARTV06721
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