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The Positive Image of Public Servants in Editorial Cartoons (1999 - 2003) Tony Carrizales Introduction



The editorial cartoon has long been a part of American culture, capturing critical moments throughout history. Caricatures allow for editorial commentary on American issues ranging from joining the Union to presidential assassinations. A particular target of the editorial cartoon has been the elected public servant and other highly visible political figures. The following review of editorial cartoons takes a specific look at public servants who are not in the political spotlight. Through a review of editorial cartoons from 1999 to 2003, it becomes apparent that there are positive images of this type of public servants amid the numerous negative ones published daily.



Public servants are under constant attack, due in large part to the restraints under which they must work. Lack of resources and bureaucratic red tape lend themselves to the reoccurring editorial cartoons that are often critical. However, there are exceptional moments in history where editorial cartoons shed a positive light on public service. By focusing on editorial cartoons from 19992003, I will highlight examples of positive public service images following the events of September 11th as well as examples that predate September 11th. Literature Review



The editorial cartoon can trace its roots back thousands of years. Hoff (1976) suggests that early man had “motives in caricaturing himself, whether to challenge the wisdom of the Creator or to frighten away evil spirits, it became one of his favorite hobbies and remained with him down through the ages” (16). The modern editorial cartoon originated in Europe, while in the United States the first editorial cartoons are attributed to Benjamin Franklin (Hoff 1976, Tower 1982, Summers 1998). Franklin’s “Non Votis” (1747) and “Unite or Die” (1754) are some of the first political commentaries in cartoon format. Editorial cartoonists have not always been accepted by “high culture” but rather relegated to the roles of enthusiasts and painters in “secondary positions” (Sommers 1998). Although early editorial cartoons have been collected, their critical study Public Voices Vol. XI No. 1
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has not reached its potential (Sommers 1998). Editorial writing was initially recognized with an award by the Pulitzer Prize. By 1922, the Pulitzer Prize was expanded to include an award for editorial cartoons. During its first few years of being awarded there was a lack of worthy candidates (Saur 1999), but the editorial cartoon has since grown into a competitive artistic category.



Presenting a positive view of the public servant is not a universal goal among the arts. As Holzer (1991, 2) points out, “citizens in virtually all societies and political systems view civil servants as lazy, overpaid, bumbling bureaucrats who are obstacles to the productive delivery of public services—and that view is frequently reinforced by the visual artist”. Holzer (1991) highlights that, in addition to mediums such as cinema and television, cartoonists have also taken an “assault on bureaucracy.” Research by Lee and Padock (2001) highlights the scarce number of movies depicting the bureaucratic hero. However, they do note that the films with such a positive light are historically prominent films. The street-level bureaucrats, as Lipsky suggests, are policy makers through their discretionary power. However, these decision-makers are forced to work within the constraints of limited resources. The street-level bureaucrat interacts daily with people, but there “is a high degree of uncertainty because of the complexity of the subject matter (people) and the frequency or rapidity with which the decisions have to be made” (Lipsky 1980, 29). In addition, Lispky points out that the public servant is also constrained by working with very large case loads relative to their responsibilities. Social workers are unable to make required home visits in public welfare work and are so inundated with paperwork that they are never without backlog… Lower-court judges are typically inundated with cases, often causing delays of several months… For teachers, overcrowded classrooms (with meager supplies) mean that they are unable to give the kind of personal attention that good teaching requires… For police officers, the obvious resource constraint is one of time- time to collect information, time to act (Lipsky 1980, 30).



Given high case loads, limited time and resources for a position where discretionary power dictates policy, it is no surprise that the public servant and the public bureaucracy are constantly under attack. Holzer (1991) doubts that any dramatic improvement in the image of bureaucrats as depicted in the arts will occur, as such images are too old and too ingrained. Rather, he suggests, there should be a dialogue between bureaucrats, academics, and critics (artist and writers); then “perhaps administrators will be able to laugh at themselves from within bureaucracies they trust and which carry out the public trust” (21). I would argue that there is a means by which an artist’s view of the public servant can change toward the positive (at least temporarily).



There have been cases in history where the public servant is portrayed in editorial cartoons in a positive light; however, they primarily focus on individuals, political figures in particular, as opposed to the area of public service as a whole. Although political figures are not necessarily talked about in the same discussions of street-level bureaucrats, they remain public servants. The assassination of U.S. presidents led to numerous editorial cartoons that were overall positive representations of the public 52
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servant (Tuttle 1967). Poignant events in history can trigger in a period of positive editorial cartoons. The following review will highlight that editorial cartoons of the post- September 11th, 2001, period carried positive messages about public servants. However, the review of cartoons will also conclude that there was a period of positive views toward bureaucrats prior to September 11th. Methodology



The selection of editorial cartoons for this article review represents the author’s discretion in identifying various forms of public service. The collection of editorial cartoons is not a national representation of all available cartoons, but rather a select sample accessible through the Internet and print format. A five year period was identified as the basis for reviewing the editorial cartoons (1999-2003). This period selection begins two years prior and ends two years after the events of September 11th. As we mentioned above, the events of September 11th were followed by a period of positive views toward public servants in editorial cartoons. This is highlighted by the first set of editorial cartoons. However, this review of collected editorial cartoons also represents positive views toward public servants prior to September 11th.



The cartoons collected come from various sources including the Internet, magazines, national and local newspapers, as well as a text focusing on the “Best Editorial Cartoons” for years, including the survey range (Brooks 2004). The reference section at the end of this article includes the authors/artists of the editorial cartoons reviewed, year of publication, and source of publication. Many of these cartoons may also have been published in different and additional publications.



As a means for viewing the type of public service representation, a matrix is used to place each editorial cartoon in proper context. A “matrix of fiction” was initially introduced by Holzer (1979) as a means to study the literature of bureaucracy. In 1997, the matrix was expanded into a “matrix of concern” focusing on communication through the arts. These two matrices were expanded to go
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beyond concern and literature and adapted to portray negative and positive images represented through the arts. The Matrix of Public Service (Table 1) is set up to include positive, neutral and negative images of public service. It also focuses on different public service levels, beginning with “individuals.” In the case of editorial cartoons, none of the following selections used are at the individual level; this would require that the caricature represent an actual person either by name or distinguishing features. The selections primarily begin at the “departmental” level. The following cartoons include such departments as fire, police, military and education. The highest level within the Matrix is identified as “organizational,” which includes inter-departmental cartoons and images of bureaucracy in general. It is important to note again that the selection of cartoons is not statistically random, but rather represent accessible examples of public services from the five year span. Cartoon Reviews



(1) Cagle (2002) attacks American values through his editorial cartoon. More specifically, the cartoon highlights a warped definition of an American idol and a forgetful country. Borrowing from the popular television show about a search for an American pop singer, Cagle suggests that America has lost a proper perspective of what an American idol is. With the attacks of September 11th as the framework, the cartoon suggests that remembrance of heroes and victims has all but been lost or rather improperly replaced. The use of term “American Idol” compounds the



(1) Cagle, Daryl. “American Idol and 9/11 Memorial.” Cagle.com, September 10, 2002. Reprinted by permission.
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problem of not remembering the heroes and victims from September 11th. Idol is a term that can loosely be applied to pop singers and sports athletes. However, the true American idol might best be applied to the heroes of September 11th.



The editorial cartoon has singled out a fireman from the Fire Department of New York, a public servant that resurfaced as the quintessential hero and true American idol. The heroes of September 11th were also many of the victims of the attacks, but Cagle clearly points out that America has quickly forgotten them. The editorial cartoon was published one year after the attacks, and yet it is even more pertinent today as the American Idol show has only become increasingly popular. Cagle has chosen to make a case for the public servant as an American hero, and, although the cartoon can be characterized as critical humor at best, one clear message can be extracted from it: the public servants (firemen of NY) should not be forgotten as they are truly American idols. Cagle’s cartoon fits well into the Matrix of Public Service (Positive-Departmental).



(2) Casciari, James. “Democracy.” Vero Beach Press Journal, April 13, 2003. Reproduced by permission. Courtesy of Scripps Treasure Coast Newspapers.



(2) The year 2003 was ridden with editorial cartoons about the war in Iraq. Many of the cartoons I came across were critical of President Bush and his decisions which led to combat in Iraq. However some editorial cartoons also point out that our soldiers were at the front lines Public Voices Vol. XI No. 1
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risking their lives. Casciari’s (2003) cartoon uses the famous image of the soldiers raising the American flag at Iwo Jima during World War II. The soldiers are now fighting to establish “democracy” in Iraq. Although editorial cartoons are often caught up focusing on the political issues of the day, this cartoon refocused the issue on the public servant: military men and women. This cartoon fits into the departmental level of the positive side in the Matrix of the Public Service.



(3) Bell, Darrin. “Postal Worker.” Editorialcartoons.org. November, 1, 2001. ©2001 Darrin Bell, www.Bellcartoons.com. Reprinted by permission.



(3) The “Postal Worker” editorial cartoon follows the anthrax incidents in the United States (Bell 2001). Shortly after the attacks on September 11th a series of anthrax ridden letters were being mailed and opened, infecting postal workers throughout the East Coast. The role of the postal worker was lifted to national attention because of the anthrax attacks. This attention and concern for the postal workers was ultimately converted into a “heroic” perspective. The cartoon highlights the inclusion of postal workers as heroes alongside policemen and firemen. This cartoon looks at three types of public servants from a positive perspective of hero, building on the events of September 11th and anthrax letters. The store manager is scratching his head, troubled by the need to “make room” for the new shirts in the “hero” section of t-shirts. This editorial cartoon is placed in the positive section of the Matrix at the departmental level.
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(4) Steiner, Peter. 2001. “Why Can’t You Marry a Fireman?” The New Yorker, November 12, 2001. Reprinted by permission.



(4) The Steiner (2001) cartoon was published two months after the September 11th attacks. It reinforces the prominence that firemen were reaching in American society. A doctor can be viewed in contemporary society as an ideal husband. However, the role of the public servant surpasses the prominence of a doctor. The cartoon features a mother questioning her daughter’s decision to marry a doctor and not a fireman. Prior to the September 11th attacks, the “doctor” and “fireman” in the caption of this cartoon could be swapped. The importance of the fireman is now viewed very differently in American society, and this cartoon emphasizes this change. Although this rise in prominence of the public servant to a distinguished role in society may not have universally surpassed that of a doctor, it has definitely positioned itself into such discussions. This editorial cartoon sits within the positive side of the Matrix of Public Service.



(5) In a reversal of roles, Matson (2001) replaces what are usually huge cartoon characters with public servants. The Macy’s Thanksgiving parade is an annual celebration involving high-flying inflatable cartoon characters. Matson suggests that the Thanksgiving parade could also be acknowledging the public servant. Following the September 11th attacks, the role of the firemen and police officers were catapulted to the heights of everyday heroes. On a day of thanks, Matson presents a group to which Public Voices Vol. XI No. 1
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(5) Matson, R.J. “New York’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.” New York Observer, November 26, 2001. Reprinted by permission.
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(6) Stahler, Jeff. “Firefighter Bedtime Story.” The Columbus Dispatch, Ohio, September 10, 2002. Reprinted by permission.
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we should be thankful for: public servants. In addition, the doctor and what appears to be contamination or rescue worker are also included in the parade. Leading the parade are a fireman and policeman. This editorial cartoon fits in the organizational-positive side of the Matrix of the Public Service.



(6) Stahler (2002) provides a positive perspective of the public servant, firefighters in particular. The son is asking for a bedtime story. Such bedtime stories are usually reserved for exciting and heroic adventures. For the child to ask for a story about a firefighter suggests that public servants live heroic lives. Moreover, the child asks for “another firefighter story,” implying that there are numerous such stories. This editorial cartoon clearly positions itself into a positive framework and is placed in the departmental-positive section of the Matrix of the Public Service.



(7) Parker, Jeff. “Teacher Stretched.” Florida Today, October 31, 2002. Reprinted by permission.



(7) Parker (2002) looks at school teachers and the great lengths to which they are being stretched. Their roles and expectations are at an extraordinary crisis point because of a teacher shortage. The teacher is literally being stretched throughout the halls of the school, with the reassurance of the school administrator that they are “doing all [they] can” to resolve the teacher shortage. Parker exaggerates the ability of a person to be stretched and emphasizes the need for more teachers. This cartoon looks at the challenges of the public servant, providing a positive look at the school teacher as a result. This editorial cartoon is placed in the departmental-positive section in the Matrix of the Public Service. Public Voices Vol. XI No. 1
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(8) Dunlap-Shohl, Peter. “Why Education Matters.” Anchorage Daily News, 2003. Copyrighted material. Reprinted by permission. Courtesy of Anchorage Daily News.



(8) The concluding editorial cartoon (Dunlap-Shohl 2003) punctuates the role of education and how our future depends on the education of future public servants. The students pictured in a class photo are identified by their future roles in society, and numerous public service occupations are included. In addition to such public servant roles such as teacher, firefighter, and police officer, the editorial cartoon highlights other public servant roles. There is a diplomat identified in the class, as well a U.S. senator. The home health care worker may be a public employee, and the fivestar general represents the numerous public servants in the military. Ultimately, this cartoon is really important in emphasizing not only the importance of education but also the role of public servants in the same class as the artist, doctors and lawyers. This editorial cartoon is placed in the organizational-positive section of the Matrix of the Public Service. Cartoon Reviews Prior to September 11th



(9) Arno’s (1999) cartoon is focused regionally in the New York – New Jersey area, but the message of countless departments within bureaucratic organizations is universal. The cartoon simply portrays a door with the label “N.Y. Dept of N.J.” This editorial cartoon is focused at the organizational level, and through its simplicity, is able to highlight what is often identified as a problem within government: unnecessary government departments. I have chosen to include this cartoon because it predates the attacks of September 11th. The cooperation between New York and New Jersey governments following the attacks highlights the possible need for such a bureaucratic organization as identified in the cartoon. This raises the question whether the cartoon would be viewed the same way 60
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after September 11th. The impact of the attacks reframes how cartoons are viewed and lends support to the need for some bureaucratic entities. Amid the Matrix of the Public Service, this cartoon is closer to the negative side of the organizational level. It is the only cartoon of a negative nature that is included because it contrasts well to the perspectives of cooperation after September 11th.



(9) Arno, Ed. “NY Dept. of NJ.” The New Yorker, February 22, 1999. Reprinted by permission.



(10) Plante’s (2001) cartoon is making a statement of support for the “Modern Schoolteacher.” The school teacher is faced with many challenges and yet they are under valued. The first commentary suggests that the school teacher works countless hours resulting in very little sleep from the lesson planning and paper grading. Next, the schoolteacher must use her own money for school supplies and also plays numerous roles beyond the teacher such as traffic guard, cafeteria and playground assistant. Finally, Plante suggest that the teacher is not respected by the students by the paper airplane in the hair and is not valued by the parents who complain about teachers being overpaid. Clearly this editorial cartoon looks at the public servant in a positive light by highlighting the challenges they must face. This cartoon falls under the departmental-positive section of the Matrix of the Public Service.



(11) Vey (2001) contrasts the public and private sectors. Vey argues that public service is the lesser of two evils. One character tells the other that they are leaving the public sector in favor of the private in order to do “more damage.” This cartoon is not very favorable of either the public or the private sectors. Nonetheless, the role of the public sector is highlighted as being less of a damaging place than the private and in this case can be seen as providing some positive Public Voices Vol. XI No. 1
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(10) Plante, Bruce. “The Modern Schoolteacher.” The Chattanooga Times, August 16, 2001. Reprinted by permission. Courtesy of Bruce Plante and The Chattanooga Times.



aspects. Therefore, I have chosen to place this editorial cartoon in the organizational-neutral/ positive section of the Matrix of the Public Service. Conclusion



In closing, during a five year period (1999-2003), numerous examples of editorial cartoons that show public servants in a positive nature were published. Extraordinary events such as the terrorists’ attacks, anthrax attacks, a shuttle explosion, and shortages in educational funds have provided the opportunity to highlight the importance of our public servants. The Matrix of Public Service outlines how the cartoons selected for this article are positive-side dominant. This is a result of a conscious effort to identify positive views of public servants within editorial cartoons. This was an exploratory research, which could benefit from future methodological approaches that result in a complete survey and statistical analysis of editorial cartoons in relation to public service.



The future of editorial cartoons will undoubtedly continue to have negative images of public service, but the collection of editorial cartoons presented here suggests that the artists may not necessarily have a vendetta against public service, but are rather reflecting contemporary society through art. The existence of positive views toward public service and public servants exist, even amid editorial cartoons. 62
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(11) Vey, P.C. “I Am Not Against the Public Service.” The New Yorker, January 15, 2001. Reprinted by permission.
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