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“Controversy is the cartoonist’s staff of life; he starves in times of “brotherly 

love.””

-Isabel Johnson (1937)

 “What kind of God is it who's upset by a cartoon in Danish?"

[Interview with Bill Moyers, Bill Moyers on Faith & Reason, June 23, 2006]” 

 -Salman Rushdie

“A question I have often asked is, ‘What would an inoffensive political cartoon 

look like?’ What would a respectful cartoon look like? The form requires 

disrespect and so if we are going to have in the world things like cartoons and 

satire, we just have to accept it as part of the price of freedom."

(Interview, The Hindu, 2012)” 

- Salman Rushdie

“People have been murdered over cartoons. End of moral analysis.” 

― Sam Harris

“Frankly our politics is so sad that if I had not been a cartoonist, I would have 

committed suicide.”

-R. K. Laxman

“I think everybody enjoys it when our mighty politicians are exposed in a comical 

and often ludicrous light”

-R. Laxman
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“The cartoon contains observation, sense of humour, sense of the ridiculous and 

contradiction – life!”

-R. K.Laxman         

                                                             I

Caricatures and Cartoons

‘Political cartoon’ also known as ‘editorial cartoon’-- one of the most interesting 
items in any newspaper—is the product of an art that is neither ‘caricaturing’ nor 
‘cartooning’ in its original form but a blend of both. An editorial cartoon takes the 
aid of a textual message that either draws the attention of the reader to the cartoon 
or emphasizes the point already made by the picture.

It is significant to understand how cartoons and caricatures are defined in order to 
understand the origin of political cartooning and how the art has evolved.

The word ‘caricature’ originating from the Italian word ‘caricare,’ which means ‘to 
load’ or ‘to exaggerate’, came to be used to refer to the exaggerated drawing of a 
person. In other words, caricaturing referred to drawing a picture in such a way 
that the person’s physical features were exaggerated in order to make him/her 
appear funny or ridiculous. 

The word ‘cartoon,’ originating from the Italian ‘cartone’ translates to ‘cardboard’ 
in English. Though ‘cartoon’ originally intended to define a sketch prepared “for a 
large work of fine art,” it was used to refer to line drawing on paper. (Paraphrased 
from David Keane’s article “Cartoon Violence and Freedom of Expression” in 
Human Rights Quarterly- Nov. 2008)

Modern political cartooning is often wrongly considered a step above caricaturing. 
However, “cartooning as we know it today is an outgrowth of caricature.” It is 
essentially a ‘distorted representation of issues, situations and ideas’. Here, 
caricature is ‘the distorted representation of an individual’ (“Cartoons”-Isabel 
Johnson). 
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History of caricature

The art of caricature has a debatable history. Most researchers believe that 
caricature must have originated in Holland as print started in the country first. 

“The Holland of that day teemed with excellent artists, and as a flourishing 
republic was one of the few countries where men might speak their minds freely. 
The cartoon prospers in an atmosphere of political freedom” (quoted by David 
Keane in “Cartoon Violence and Freedom of Expression”).

It is also said the oldest political caricature by an anonymous artist, which dates 
back to 1360 B.C., was discovered recently. This was a drawing of King 
Tutankhamen’s father. This is referred to as an ‘uncomplimentary’ (Keane) 
drawing that ‘skewered Akhenatan, Queen Nefertiti’s pharaoh husband’ (“The Art 
of Controversy”- Victor S. Navasky).

Pope Innocent XI doodle that came out in the 17th century is also considered by 
some the first true caricature “because it was one of the first drawings to assert that
no one is beyond ridicule.” (“The Art of Controversy”- Victor S. Navasky). 
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Gian Lorenzo Bernini- Caricature of Pope Innocent XI, 1676 (Illustration 
taken from “The Art of Controversy”)

Regardless of which of the above accounts of caricature’s origins is true, the art did
not seem to have travelled to England soon enough. 

“From Holland the cartoon travelled with slight delay to England, where it found a 
congenial freedom, though even in England the royal family was never caricatured 
before the advent of the House of Hanouver.” (Isabel Johnson- “Cartoons”).     

While there are multiple opinions on when and where caricaturing started, studies 
are in consensus on William Hogarth (1697-1764), an English painter, being “the 
first political cartoonist.” He is also considered the “‘first cartoonist’ in Western 
history” (David Keane). This artist rejected caricature openly. He wrote this after 
drawing the famous Characters and Caricaturas cartoon: “Caricature may be said 
to be a species of lines that are produced by the hand of chance rather than of 
skill.” Nevertheless, he is also known as the ‘father of English caricature’. (“The 
Art of Controversy”).

Hogarth made Characters and Caricature when he was criticized as overly 
exaggerating characters in his work. Through this, he showed the difference 
between characters and caricatures “by reproducing three character figures from 
the works of Raphael [an Italian painter and architect of High Renaissance], and 
four caricatures.” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Characters_and_Caricaturas)
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Characters and Caricaturas- William Hogarth, 1743 (Image source: 
Wikipedia)

Although Hogarth was the first cartoonist in England, the political cartoonists who 
followed him were the ones whose cartoons had a great impact on the leaders of 
the time. After Hogarth came Thomas Rowlandson (1756-1827), James Gillray 
(1757-1815) and John Leech (1817-1864) whose caricatures appeared in the 
famous satire magazine Punch.

Gillray was the ‘first great political cartoonist’ in England (“Cartoons”- Isabel 
Johnson). He is known best for his cartoons satirizing Napoleon during the French 
Revolution. Napoleon is believed to have said this brilliant cartoonist “did more 
than all the armies of Europe to bring me down.” (Page 62, “The Art of 
Controversy” -Victor S.Navasky)

John Leech took a dig at the illnesses of the English without being rude or cruel.

Leech was friends with English novelist William Makepeace Thackeray of Vanity 
Fair fame. In fact, Thackeray even began to write for Punch. The articles he wrote 
for the magazine called “Snob Papers” were later collected and published under the
title “The Book of Snobs.”

Leech was friends with Shirley Brooks and John Brown too. While Brooks wrote 
for Punch, Brown was a Scottish physician and essayist who even wrote a book, 
“John Leech and Other Papers,” on the cartoonist. In this book, he quotes 
Thackeray from his article in The Quarterly. Thackeray says “There is no blinking 
the fact that in Mr. Punch’s cabinet, John Leech is the right-hand man. Fancy a 
number of Punch without Leech pictures! What would you give for it?”  (Page 11, 
“John Leech and Other Papers”)

Leech was a medicine student before he turned to political cartooning. This, Brown
says, helped him a lot in his career as a cartoonist. “He never had any regular art 
lessons, but his medical studies furnished him with knowledge of the structure and 
proportions of the human form, which gives such reality to his drawing; and he 
never parades his knowledge or is its slave; he values expressions ever above mere 
form, never falsifying, but often neglecting, or rather subordinating, the latter to 
the former.”  (Page 15, “John Leech and Other Papers”- John Brown)
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John Leech developed the Punch cartoon created by John Doyle. While Doyle’s 
style of “showing not only the well-known features of his subject but the 
characteristic pose and mannerisms” was followed by almost all cartoonists after 
his period, it was Leech who became “probably the most loved of English 
cartoonists.”

Sir John Tenniel was also a cartoonist in Punch. But, he did not receive as much 
admiration as Leech did. Tenniel was actually hated by the Americans for ‘his cruel
cartoons of [Abraham] Lincoln in the early days of the Civil War.’ (Isabel 
Johnson). He tried to make amends for this during the assassination of Lincoln. 
However, the impact of his cartoons on Lincoln couldn’t be undone.

It was during this period, the mid nineteenth century when cartoons found a place 
in the newspapers. Before this the cartoons were published separately in 
broadsheets. These broadsheets came out as and when something cartoon-worthy 
happened; at no regular intervals. With this transition the art ‘lost its scurrilous and 
bawdy character as well as most of its viciousness and much of its bite’. However, 
this is when the art also expanded its viewer base by a great deal. (David Keane) 

Then, there was David Low (1891-1963) and his famous character ‘Colonel Blimp’
who was created to attack and condemn everything Low rejected: “pomposity, 
isolationism, impatience with common people and their concerns, and insufficient 
enthusiasm for democracy.” 

Although people get reminded of Colonel Blimp images when they think of David 
Low, his 300-odd Colonel Blimp images constituted barely 3 per cent of his total 
work. He got into controversies for his cartoons on dictators.

“He had two specialties that stood out among his numerous graphic gifts: dictators 
and fools, which, when you think about it (at least as he thought about it), were 
actually one specialty, in the sense that in his view all dictators were fools.” ( Page 
169- “The Art of Controversy”)

By taking a dig at Hitler, Low got London Evening Standard --the paper he was 
working for—banned in Germany. The newspaper’s owner who went all the way to
Germany to try and get the ban lifted was met with this response: “Stop publishing 
Low” 
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David Low, “Hitler at the League of Nations”, 1933 (Illustration taken from 
“The Art of Controversy”)

This cartoon was drawn when Germany withdrew from the League of Nations. The
cartoon shows Hitler standing by a bonfire outside its headquarters of the League 
of Nations in Geneva. It reads “It worked at the Reichstag—why not here?” (Page 
170, “The Art of Controversy”- ebook).  

Who started the Reichstag fire (fire in a building called Reichstag, Berlin) is a 
question that hasn’t found any answer till date. However, Low has clearly not 
bought Hitler’s argument that the communists were behind it. 

Political cartooning travelled from England to France only during the French 
Revolution. 

The most important artist in this country was Charles Philipon (1800-1861), known
as ‘the father of comic journalism’. He started the weekly La Caricature in 1830. 
Philipon is still remembered for his cartoon La Poire. This cartoon was made to 
poke fun at Louis Philippe I who was then the king of France. This was during the 
period called ‘July Monarchy’ where the elite Frenchmen ruled the government. 
Philipon related the king’s face to a pear. ‘La Poire’ meaning ‘the pear’ was also 
casually used to refer to a stupid person.

The best part came when Philipon was prosecuted for this caricature and he 
defended himself in a witty and humorous way during a trial. He drew four images 
from the witness box to explain that the king’s face resembled a pear.
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He said “The first looks like Louis-Philippe, the last looks like the first, yet this last
one … is a pear! Where are you to draw the line? Would you condemn the first 
drawing? In that case you would have to condemn the last as well, since this 
resembles the first and thus the King, too! Can I help it if His Majesty’s face is like
a pear?” (Page: 112- “The Art of controversy”- ebook).

Charles Philipon “La Poire”, 1831 (Illustration taken from “The Art of 
Controversy”)

This is believed to have been the ‘artistic revenge’ taken by Philipon against the 
king for imprisoning another caricaturist and his colleague Daumier for depicting 
the king as a gargantua in his cartoon.
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Honore Daumier “Gargantua”, 1830 (Illustration from “The Art of 
Controversy”)

Honore Daumier (1809-1879) produced and contributed brilliant lithographs in 
such quick intervals to Philipon’s La Caricature.

In Holland, the place where caricature is likely to have started, Louis Raemaekers 
was practically the only political cartoonist in the early 20th century. Raemaekers 
vehemently attacked German militarism during the First World War. 

“During World War I his caricatures of Kaiser Wilhelm as Satan and of Germans as
barbarians led the German government to offer a 12,000-guilder reward for his 
capture, dead or alive.” (Page.65, “The Art of Controversy”- ebook)

In the United States of America, Benjamin Franklin’s ‘Join or die’ published on the
9th May, 1754 was the first political cartoon. Franklin used a snake cut in eight 
pieces to depict eight colonies in the country. History says that Franklin wanted the
colonies to refrain from quarrelling with each other and stay united.  
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  Benjamin Franklin “Join or Die” (Source: Wikipedia)

After Benjamin Franklin, the United States saw a number of cartoonists. However, 
the first brilliant one in a long time was Thomas Nast (1840-1902). Nast came up 
with the donkey, the elephant and the tiger for the Democrats, the Republicans and 
the Tammany Hall respectively. His biographer, Fiona Deans Halloran, however 
says that Nast did not come up with the donkey for Democrats but only 
popularized it.

“Nast only popularized, not invented, the use of the donkey to represent the 
Democrats; it “was widely used before the Civil War, sometimes in explicit 
references to Democrats as jackasses, sometimes to connote thickheaded 
obstinacy.”(“ The Art of Controversy”- Victor S. Navasky).    

Nast is remembered best for his attack on William M. Tweed through his several 
cartoons. The boss of the Tammany Hall also known as ‘Boss’ Tweed was exposed 
for the corrupt politician he was.

The following is said to be “the cartoon that captured Tweed.” (“Cartoons”- Isabel 
Johnson): 

A Harper's Weekly cartoon depicts Tweed as a police officer saying to two 
boys,
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Thomas Nast: Tweed-le-dee and Tilden-dum, 1875 (image source: wikimedia 
commons)

Reform Tweed: "If all the people want is to have somebody arrested, I'll have 
you plunderers convicted. You will be allowed to escape, nobody will be hurt, 
and then Tilden will go to the White House and I to Albany as Governor."

So enraged was Tweed by the cartoons Nast created that he wanted the publication 
to stop running ‘the damn pictures’. He had further said “I don’t care a straw for 
your newspaper articles. My constituents can’t read. But they can’t stop seeing 
them damn pictures.”

As for India, political cartoons have not entered the country till the British came. 
While K Shankar Pillai is considered the father of Indian cartooning, it is 
R.K.Laxman who took the art to a next level with his ‘Common Man’. It is 
interesting to know that Laxman started off as an illustrator to his brother the 
legendary writer R.K.Narayan’s stories carried by The Hindu newspaper. 

Narendra, a cartoonist who learnt from Shankar Pillai himself said that Shankar 
Pillai contributed great political cartoons to the Hindustan Times even before 1947.
He said that the cartoonist was appreciated by viceroys from the British 
government itself. 

As for R.K.Laxman, his cartoons started gaining global attention in course of time. 
“When R.K.Laxman became famous, David Low visited India and congratulated 
him” said Narendra. 
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Narendra also said that Pillai, R.K.Laxman and Bal Thackeray were inspired by 
Low. Another important name to know in the Indian political cartooning scene is 
Abu Abraham, he said (Interview at Indian Institute of Cartoonists)

Women cartoonists

There have been hardly any women caricaturists in the world. Sculptor Käthe 
Kollwitz (1867-1945) could be considered one, for her printed pictures depicted 
poverty and hunger in German during her time.

Frances Jetters, a cartoonist who has contributed to The New York Times, The 
Washington Post and The Nation among others since 1975, felt that the reason for 
women not entering political cartooning was partly the patriarchy and partly 
because women in general are not supposed to be rude, which is the basic trait of 
any caricature. (“The Art of Controversy”) 

Jetters has clearly been a powerful cartoonist for her cartoon on the abortion debate
in the Republican Party was not run by the Times Op-Ed page. This is the cartoon 
in question:

Frances Jetter, “The Republican Platform Against Choice,” The Reagan/Bush 
Years , 1992 (Illustration taken from “The Art of Controversy”

Maya Kamath (1951-2001) was one such woman cartoonist in India. A report by 
The New Indian Express on the two-day all women-cartoon exhibition in Kerala 
says “She [Maya Kamath] was unafraid of being silenced by society, even as she
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commented on social issues through great satire.” 
(http://www.newindianexpress.com/cities/thiruvananthapuram/2017/mar/07/raisi
ng-laughter-among-people-1578786.html  )

 (Source: The World of Maya- The works of 
Maya Kamath: Facebook page)
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                                                               II

The contentious art form

Modern political cartooning has blurred the line between the earlier versions of 
‘caricaturing’ and ‘cartooning’.

Political cartoons in daily newspapers contain in them sketches representing a 
recent political event or situation highlighted by a comment. In most cases, these 
cartoons display the collective opinion of a particular news organization. 

Although the above definition technically does say what a political cartoon looks 
like, it hardly defines one. While the features can be explained, the ‘totemic’ power
a cartoon holds and wields is something only the cartoon can explain.

The power of a cartoon is best explained by the cover of “The Art of Controversy” 
by Victor S. Navasky. The consequences of a robust political cartoon are like those 
of a powerful firecracker or an atom bomb the tip of whose wick is lit by a pencil 
or a crayon and these days a computer mouse.

The Art of Controversy: Political cartoons and their enduring power (2013) cover 
(designed by Jason Booher)
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Navasky, the former editor of The New York Times magazine and the former editor 
and publisher of the magazine, The Nation, refers to these cartoons as ‘totems’. He 
is right when he says that cartoons have the totemic power for, they have the power
to not only create or alter public opinions but also leave an impression by making 
an emotional impact on the reader.        

Political cartoons fearlessly comment on the existing social/political scenario in a 
humorous yet biting manner. Found in the editorial pages of a newspaper, these 
cartoons have the capacity to get across the point to any lay reader with some 
awareness of the ongoing issue.

The ‘totemic’ power wielded by the cartoons can be understood only if we 
understand the emotional impact controversial cartoons across the world have had 
on people. A harmless illustration has the power to shake a nation and even the 
world and get the artist deported from his own country or even get him killed in 
some cases.   

Controversies

‘Editorial cartoon’ is probably the one form of journalism that has faced the most 
number of controversies world over.

As seen in the first chapter, politicians like Hitler and Tweed were not very happy 
to have their subjects witness their images being tarnished by cartoonists on a 
regular basis. They cared little about the editorials in textual form carried by the 
newspapers and magazines.

-Danish Muhammads 

The first cartoon controversy in the recent times and probably the biggest 
controversy of all time was the one that indeed shook the world. This was the 
controversy of Danish Muhammad cartoons that were published by Jyllands-
Posten, a Danish national newspaper on the 30th September, 2005.

It is shocking to know that the cartoon came about in the most harmless possible 
circumstances.  

Kåre Bluitgen, a Danish writer who was writing a children’s book on the life of 
Prophet Muhammad could not find an illustrator for his book. This is most likely 
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because no one would have wanted to face the wrath of Muslims. Bluitgen said 
that he wanted to “encourage tolerance in Danish children through better 
understanding of the tenets of Islam”. However, Koran, the Holy Book of Islam, 
condemns any form of depiction of the Prophet.    

The Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten invited cartoonists to send their 
interpretations of Muhammad. What they received as a result was what triggered 
the controversy.  The twelve cartoons that came in included a caricature depicting 
the Prophet as a terrorist. 

A peaceful protest was carried out the next day after the cartoons were published. 
But, in course of time, the controversy became international. In fact, the issue was 
taken to the United Nations after the Organisation of Islam Conference (OIC) met 
at Mecca and observed that hatred against their religion was at the rise. While the 
UN agreed to look into it, many media organizations in Europe began publishing 
the cartoons showing their support for the Danish newspaper. The daily newspaper 
France Soir went as far as to run ‘a front page cartoon of Buddhist, Jewish, 
Muslim and Christian Gods floating on a cloud, with the Christian deity 
commenting: “Don’t complain Muhammad, we’ve all been caricatured here.” The 
editors faced several charges and reprinting of the controversial cartoons by the 
European media led to a series of incidents.

"In Damascus, Syria, protestors "torched the Norwegian Embassy and the Danish 
embassy." In Lebanon, "[t]housands of protestors packed the streets of Beirut ... 
setting the Danish consulate on fire." It "escalated into fights between Muslims and
Christians."126 Lebanon's Interior Minister, Hassan al-Sabaa, resigned, and the 
ten-story Danish embassy was completely destroyed. In Tehran, the Danish 
embassy was also attacked by violent protestors, and riots in Pakistan and 
Afghanistan led to deaths.” (“Cartoon Violence and Freedom of Expression”- 
David Keane)  

At least 139 people lost their lives as a result of these Muhammad cartoons.

It should be noted that most Muslims who were enraged by the cartoons had not 
even seen the cartoons for themselves.
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While we could argue that the cartoons that were likely to infuriate a certain cult 
need not have been produced in the first place, they would not have led to such a 
controversy if Muhammad were described in words alone. Such is the power of 
cartoons. If it has had an impact on those who had not even seen it, Navasky’s 
‘totem’ analogy is completely justified.

Leaving aside the cartoons and the editorials ran for and against their publication, 
there was a response in the form of powerful cartoon by French cartoonist Jean 
Plantureaux known by the nickname ‘Plantu’ that was carried by Le Monde in 
February, 2006 which is worth having a look at.

Plantu, “I must not draw Muhammad”, 2006 (Illustration taken from “The 
Art of Controversy”) 

Plantu apparently did not say anything for or against the publication of the 
cartoons. His cartoon says it all.

-Barry Blitt’s cover in The New Yorker
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Barry Blitt- “The Politics of Fear”, 2008 (Image Source: The Huffington Post 
website)

This was the issue of The New Yorker magazine during Obama’s presidential 
campaign in 2008.  The magazine tried to make fun of the rumours about the 
Obamas that were making rounds at that time. However, many readers did not get 
the joke. Some even vowed to never buy the magazine again and cancelled their 
subscriptions.   

Cartoons feminists had problems with:
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David Levine, Screwing the world (1984)

This strong cartoon of Henry Kissinger (American diplomat and political scientist) 
by David Levine was published by The Nation magazine. However, it went along 
with a note signed by the staff members who stated that they were all against this 
cartoon’s publication. The problem they had with the cartoon was that the globe 
was seen as a woman and hence was sexist.

Edward Sorel, “Enter Queen Lear, Triumphant”, 1988 (Illustration taken 
from “The Art of Controversy”)

Ed Sorel as he was commonly known took a dig at Frances Lear, ex-wife of 
Television producer, Norman Lear. Lear had just started her own magazine then. 
This was also the time she divorced her husband. Sorel has watched her on 
Television claiming all women could do what she had done if they believed they 
could. Sorel thought this was plain hypocrisy given she got a huge amount of 
money as divorce settlement. The cartoon shows her in different poses and in the 
end she says: “All a woman needs is vision, determination and a very rich husband 
who’ll give her $112 million for a divorce.” This cartoon was criticised widely by 
feminists too. 

Controversies back home:

1. Cartoons have meant controversies from the time they entered the country. 
While Shankar Pillai was appreciated by the British government from time 
to time, the Indian National Congress has had problems with some of his 
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cartoons. Gandhi had in fact written a letter to him questioning his cartoon 
on Jinnah (Pakistan’s first Governor-General) (Wikipedia).

2. R K Laxman’s cartoons have created a number of controversies too. One 
controversy that is well-remembered by people is his cartoon on the anti-
Hindi agitation (1965) in Tamil Nadu which was later on class 12 NCERT 
political science text book. J.Jayalalithaa who was the chief minister of 
Tamil Nadu at that time (2012) had the picture removed from the book. She 
had said in a statement: “Contrary to the photograph that is published in the 
book that shows the true nature of the anti-Hindi agitation, the cartoon is 
published hurting the sentiments of the Tamil people.” 
(http://www.theweekendleader.com/Causes/1179/fight-for-pride.html)

(Source- Trak.in)

           R.K.Laxman was invariably lauded by people for his creation; the 
‘Common Man’ from whose eyes Laxman looked at issues in democratic India. 
The Common Man also had a wife Mrs. Common Man who spoke her thoughts 
openly while her husband many a time did not voice his opinions. This baffled him
every time. An article written by Ms. Preeti Sampat in EPW “In Search of the 
‘Un’Common Woman in Laxman’s Cartoons” questions why the Common Man 
had to get baffled whenever his wife had an opinion on something. It also asks why
was there no identity to her apart from being the Common Man’s wife. 

“The “Man” is till the primary citizen, with the woman serving as his appendage. 
She may challenge the silence of the Common Man and goad him to speak out, but
his silence is the last word, so to speak.” wrote Preeti Sampat. (EPW, Feb.10-16, 
2012)  
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3. S. Balasubramanian, Editor, Ananda Vikatan (a Tamil magazine) was 
imprisoned for running a cartoon lampooning an MLA and a minister in the 
Legislative assembly.  

“The cartoon showed two characters in conversation in which the following 
question and answer figured: Q: "Of the two persons on stage, who is the 
MLA and who is the Minister?" A: "The person who looks like a pickpocket 
is the MLA and the person who looks like a masked dacoit is the Minister.” 
(The Hindu- Nov 16, 2003). The Speaker himself asked the editor to publish 
an apology on the front page when a Congress person took the issue to him. 
The Editor, however, did not publish any apology. The media and the 
regional parties were in support of Balasubramanian. The Speaker later 
apologized and the judgement given was later nullified by the Madras High 
Court.

4. Activist Aseem Trivedi’s website that published “Cartoons against 
corruption” was blocked by the Crime Branch, Mumbai in 2011.  
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cartoons_Against_Corruption)

Why do cartoons have the impact they have?

Although it is very difficult to answer this question, Navasky in his book “The Art 
of Controversy” has tried his best. He formulated three theories namely the (i) 
content theory, (ii) image theory and (iii) Neuroscience theory.  The first two talk 
about how the cartoon’s ‘substance’ and the ‘form of image’ has an impact, while 
Neuroscience theory makes it clear that cartoons have a special place in our brains 
as they are processed differently from the text forms and even photographs.

21

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cartoons_Against_Corruption


                                                  

 III

Amul cartoons

(Source: Wikipedia) 

It has been over fifty years since the Amul girl started looking at the social and 
political events in her own way. It is relevant to consider Brand Amul’s ads when 
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looking at political cartoons, for, using cartoons even for pure advertising has led 
to controversies.

Sylvester Cunha, manager of the company, to whom Brand Amul, had assigned the
advertising campaign to, along with his wife Nisha, came up with the famous 
tagline “Utterly Butterly Amul”. Looking for a suitable person to voice her opinion
on Amul, Eustace Fernandes, the firm’s art director, designed the moppet. The cute 
little Amul girl was thus born in 1966.

Cunha knew that the Amul girl would win hearts as she was adorable. 

 

(Image Source: mid-day.com)

The above cartoon were the first ever hoarding featuring the Amul girl.

In 1960s, the city of Calcutta saw many hartals and there was cries of ‘cholbe na’ 
(‘will not do’) everywhere. Cunha decided to capitalize on that event. That was the 
first time Amul used a current event in its ad.

The agency knew that it had to get the timing right to keep up with the current 
events. This would not have been possible had Dr. Verghese Kurien who owned 
Amul not given the autonomy. Although Dr.Kurien warned the agency that it had 
to bail itself out in the event of trouble while taking a jibe at people, he stood by it 
a number of times.
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Cartoons can’t always be sweet-flavoured: The adorable girl can get stuck in 
controversies too:

It was clever to have a tiny girl take a jibe at politicians and others. But, that did 
not always keep troubles at bay.

In 2001, Amul created an ad that criticized the strike by the Indian Airlines. The 
airlines demanded that the ad be removed at the earliest. Cunha’s response was 
typical of a newspaper editor who would stand by his journalist at all costs: “The 
ad stays. No one’s going to tell me how to run my advertising.’ (Page 24, “Amul’s 
India” second edition)

 (Source: mtvbakra.com)

The Gujarat Co-operative Milk Marketing Federation (GCMMF) that owns the 
Amul Brand received a number of legal notices, said Rahul Da Cunha, who now 
heads the DaCunha enterprises taking forward the Amul cartoon legacy. 
(http://www.ndtv.com/india-news/the-amul-girl-and-controversies-761238).

The other cartoons that got Amul into trouble included a humorous jibe at Mamata 
Banerjee, a cartoon that made fun of Subrata Roy when Sahara wanted to bail out 
the its chief by collecting money from the employees, and another cartoon on the 
infamous Satyam scandal.  
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(Source: mtvbakra.com)

(Sour
ce:mtvbakra.com)                            (Source: firstpost.com)

Focussing more on popular culture:

While political cartoonists can’t think of drawing a line to make a cartoon less 
offensive, a brand has more at stake.

The Amul hoardings began to concentrate more on Bollywood and popular culture 
in the 2000s. 

While Amul’s cartooning is ‘just a business strategy’ at the end of the day, as 
cartoonist Narendra puts it, it should also be lauded for running a one-of-a-kind 
advertising campaign.  

Surendra, one of the two editorial cartoonists at The Hindu, felt that Amul’s ads 
became contrived and were not the same as they were in the beginning. They ran 
great ads during the Babri-masjid demolition, he said. 

Nevertheless, he agreed, the brand’s ad could be recognised anywhere even 
without any mention of its name. 
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Amul created a kind of poignancy that revived the girl even after getting into 
troubles a number of times. The poignancy is best visible in the cartoon that was 
created when Dr. Kurien passed away in 2012.

The emotional impact a cartoon like the above can have justifies the neuroscience 
theory formulated by Navasky in his book to an extent.

                                                               

 IV

Future of political cartoons in India

It is hard to guess what would happen to the art of political cartooning in the 
future. There are positive signs and negative signs too. 

The Indian Institute of Cartoonists (IIC), Bangalore, came into being in 2001 to 
encourage the art of political cartooning. IIC has its own art gallery and conducts 
exhibitions and contests; all relating to this field. The brainchild of cartoonist 
Narendra is supported by the late Maya Kamath’s husband among others. Narendra
says that IIC will soon launch a cartoon journalism course.

But, there is a question that needs to be asked: Are we becoming humourless?

As the previous chapters suggest, cartoons are evidently the strongest and the most 
effective form of journalism. No cartoon can be described enough in words for, a 

26



cartoon reaches the brain of the reader in ways that are different from how words 
reach the brain.

The subjects of cartoons get offended so easily these days making it difficult for 
cartoonists to satirize important leaders and issues. 

Surendra said that the future of political cartoons was “very bleak”. “There are so 
many politicians you can’t touch”, he said. (Mamata Banerjee, for instance, got 
offended when the Amul cartoon teased her.). During our interview, Surendra 
mentioned the late Tamil Nadu Chief Minister Jayalalithaa as one such example.

While Surendra is appreciative of how technology makes caricaturing simpler, he 
also says that social media becomes the place where people show their rage on a 
cartoonist’s opinion on an issue.

While a 1000-word opinion piece can keep forward multiple arguments, it is 
impossible in a cartoon, he said. A cartoon can only take one angle, taking the jibe 
blunt and biting.

Even an ad campaign that uses cartoons to opine on cartoon events cannot stay 
clear of trouble. There is no cartoon with a sweet flavour, as we can understand. 

Surendra feels that illustration of books is one area where people can probably 
shine in the future. 

So, is the art dying?
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