
12.7 SkillBuilder: Interpreting a geographical cartoon
12.7.1 Tell me
What are geographical cartoons?
Geographical cartoons are humorous or satirical drawings on topical geographical issues, social trends and
events. A cartoon conveys the artist’s perspective on a topic, generally simplifying the issue.

How are cartoons useful?
Cartoons promote an interest in a topic or issue, and encourage discussion and debate. The cartoonist’s
message about a geographical topic is evident. Our feelings, attitudes and values are expressed in our
response to the cartoon. Your response to geographical cartoons encourages discussion and evaluation of
alternative responses as you take in other people’s viewpoints and perspectives.

Cartoons are useful for:• showing the key points of a geographical topic• exaggerating the key points of an issue• encouraging a response to an issue, whether in agreement or disagreement with the cartoonist• presenting information, an issue, or a viewpoint in an interesting way.
A good interpretation of a cartoon:• recognises the issue• analyses the components of the cartoon• identifies the cartoonist’s personal opinion or message• allows a personal response to the geographical topic.

12.7.2 Show me
How to interpret a cartoon
Model
The cartoon shown in FIGURE 1 is about overfishing our oceans. The cartoonist suggests that by 2048 there
will be no more fish left in the oceans. It is not clear why the cartoonist chose this date (perhaps it’s just a
random date well into the future). The cartoon uses exaggeration, as there will be fish, but the quantities
may not make it economical to fish using the techniques currently available. The string of hooks in this
cartoon is also unrealistic, as this is not the way commercial fishing is undertaken. Our wider perspective
on the topic tells us that actual fishing techniques are trawling and purse-seine netting to maximise the
catch at any one time. The cartoon plays on the word bite. It can mean (a) that a fish bites a hook or (b)
that someone reacts or responds to something. Thus, the second fish reacts to the first fish’s statement and
asks the question why, but it might also bite one of the many hooks that surround it. The answer to the why
question is obvious to the viewer — the fish will be caught because it will be impossible to avoid capture.
This cartoon makes us think about the issue of taking fish from the ocean, and it questions the sustainability
of the fishing industry: too many people are fishing for a limited resource.

You will need:• a geographical cartoon.

Procedure:
Step 1
Take the time to study the cartoon and carefully look for the overall idea. Next, focus on the artistic work
of the cartoonist and any subtleties that have been included. Consider different relative sizes of parts of
the drawing, as well as any wording or attitudes expressed in the image. FIGURE 1 is about overfishing our
oceans. In this case, the subtleties are in the words of the fish — what are the fish really saying?
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FIGURE 1 Cartoon on overfishing

Step 2
Consider the overarching issue: in this case, overfishing. What is your general knowledge on the topic? In
Geography classes, when you are given a cartoon, you know that it relates to the topic you are studying. If
you are viewing a cartoon from elsewhere, then you have to think through the issue being portrayed. Things
to look for in a cartoon include the following.• Symbolism— conveying ideas in a concise manner through the use of symbols. In FIGURE 1, the large

number of hooks suggests overfishing.• Stereotyping— our fixed mental picture of something. In FIGURE 1, the fish are drawn in a stereotypical
way. Be wary of stereotyping in a cartoon that involves people.• Caricatures— overemphasis or distortion of physical features. In FIGURE 1, the fish have large eyes
and mouths to draw our attention to their conversation and to give them human qualities.• Visual metaphors— the artist’s means of helping us understand the topic. In FIGURE 1, the large
number of hooks and the use of the word bite suggest the fish will be caught.• Exaggeration or distortion— for example, making things appear larger, smaller or greater in number
than they really are. The number of fishing hooks is an exaggeration or distortion of commercial
fishing techniques.• Humour — the use of visual or verbal jokes or wit to make the viewer smile or laugh. Irony and satire
are commonly used.• Perspective— the point of view of the cartoonist. In FIGURE 1, it is evident that the cartoonist believes
that most fish will be gone by 2048, a date well into the future.• Captions— text-based content that adds to the visual content. In FIGURE 1, both of the fish have speech
bubbles in which they discuss the sustainability of the fishing industry. (A speech bubble usually has a

pointed end, like this , but because they are fish and cannot actually talk, the cartoonist has used

‘thought bubbles’, like this .)

Step 3
Now systematically approach an analysis of the cartoon. Answer the following three questions.• What issue does the cartoon convey? In FIGURE 1, the issue is overfishing.• What geographical concepts are related to the issue in the cartoon? In FIGURE 1, the concepts of
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numbers), scale (global), interconnection (fishing techniques and human demand decreasing fish
resources) and sustainability (the future) can be mentioned.• What are the geographical implications of the cartoon? The cartoon in FIGURE 1 implies that the future
of the fishing industry could be at risk.

Step 4
Complete your writing with a concluding statement on how you feel about the topic of the cartoon. The
text below FIGURE 1 states: ‘This cartoon makes us think about the issue of taking fish from the ocean, and it
questions the sustainability of the fishing industry: too many people are fishing for a limited resource.’

Video eLesson Interpreting a geographical cartoon (eles-1731)

Interactivity Interpreting a geographical cartoon (int-3349)

12.7.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

12.7 ACTIVITIES
1. Using the steps outlined in the Show me section, write a paragraph analysing the geographical issue

portrayed in the FIGURE 2 cartoon. Use the checklist to ensure you cover all aspects of the task.
Checklist:
I have:
• recognised the issue
• analysed the components of the cartoon
• identified the cartoonist’s personal opinion or message
• stated my personal response on the geographical topic.

2. Based on what you have learned in this SkillBuilder, apply your skills to answer the following questions.
(a) Why is the fishing trawler drawn so small?
(b) Has the trawler caught many fish? Explain your answer.
(c) Explain the discussion between the two fish.
(d) What message do you think is being conveyed in this cartoon?
(e) How does this cartoon make you feel?

FIGURE 2 Unsustainable fishing
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