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ABSTRACT 

 The media, as the fourth estate of the realm, visually and graphically report extremism 

unsympathetically. The discourse of cartoon in the print media is ideologically based and this 

is why the cartoonist sets the agenda on any germane issues threatening the existence of an 

ideal society. Cartoons as communicative texts can be political, social, satirical, cultural, 

humorous, and didactic. This paper, therefore, seeks to underscore the multidimensionality of 

print media cartoon, capable of carrying out the primary functions of mass media. Also, the 

paper is pedagogical in the sense that readers are exposed to the methods of reading cartoon 

between the lines and interpreting cartoon messages critically against the usual background 

where cartoons are taken to be comical and humorous. Findings indicate that newspaper 

cartoonists are Marxists whose main interests are to correct perceived aberration in the polity 

or governance and campaign for a better orientation /attitude of the citizenry with a view to 
producing or engendering an ideal society where equity, fairness and egalitarianism will reign. 
 

INTRODUCTION 

An Overview of Newspaper Cartoons in Nigeria  

 Cartoons in the print media have become an integral part of mass communication. The 

cartoon as a. visual communication genre is noted to have gained so much prominence right 

from the political struggle against the evil of colonialism in the early part of the 20th century 

(Omojuyigbe 2004, Adejuwon and Mimi, 2011). Historically, AkinolaLesakan was the first 

Nigerian journalist who introduced cartoons in Nigeria print media. Ajiboye cited in 

Omojuyigbe (2004: 109-110) briefly captured the genesis of cartoons in Nigerian print media 

At the time, the rivalry between the Action group (‘AG,), led by chief Obafemi Awolowo and 

National Gouncil of Nigeria citizens (NUNC), led by Dr. Nnamdi Azikwqe was profound 

The NCNC quickly hired Lesakan to begin a cartoon series in the West African pilot. The 

cartoons were meant to disparage the AG that was in the 40s and through that singular act, 

cartoon entered the Nigerian Press. 
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Consequently, a monumental development has been witnessed in using cartoons in Nigerian 

newspapers as either satirical journalistic instrument or a tool for political emancipation. 

Otubanjo (1989:4) cited in Omojuyigbe (2004:110) observes that “there is an inextricable 

relationship between the realm of mass communication and that of politics” We can rightly 

see a strong link between politics, politicking and cartoons in Nigerian print media as 

emancipatory instruments and watchdog for societal development. 

To conclude on this overview, after Lesakan as cartoon pacesetter, so many other artists had 

come on board among these were: Gab Okpako who took over from Lesakan and Ajiboye 

could not be left out who started drawing for the daily Times. (Omojuyigbe 2004). 

 

Features of Cartoons 

 Linguistically, cartoons have displayed innovative metaphorical codification in the 

representation and projection of their thematic pre-occupation. Jegede (1990), Mimi and 

Shopeju (1999), Esho (2001), Omojuyigbe (2004) Adejuwon and Mimi (2011) and Olatunji 

(2011). All these scholars have worked on cartoon in Newspaper agree that the language of 

cartoons is creatively crafted and it takes an avid critical reader to unveil the intended 

meanings. Hence, we have these catalogues of language’ resources or literary tools 

cartoonists make use and these include: the use of satire, humour, contrast, q surprise, parody, 

allusion, metaphor, exaggeration, symbolism, lampoon and other language resources are 

pulled together to achieve communicative acts and also to perform the surveillance, 

correlational, cultural transmission and advertorial functions of mass communication. 

Cartoons alluding to Adejuwon and Mimi (2011) are an intellectual tool that can be subtly 

used to throw a severe blow at powerful tyrants”. Cartoon, therefore especially the ones 

crafted to perform correlational function is always critical, provocative and metaphorical 

which are imbued with symbolic meaning. Meanwhile, the cartoons of jokes are meant to 

projects social themes or serve as comic relief. 

Cartoons are metaphorical codification of social realities. They are communicative texts 

graphically and visually illustrating social realities. They are built around political, social, 

cultural, religious, humorous and didactic themes. This paper therefore seeks to change 

newspaper reader’s orientation who often devote maximum attention to straight news, feature 

articles, editorials, opinions, and sport pages with little or no attention to the cartoon page. 

Well, one can excuse this nonchalant attitude towards cartoon reading perhaps such readers 

are literary readers who never read cartoon critically which it actually deserves. Cartoon is a 

metaphor, an allusion and a codification whose reading must be anaphoric, homophonic and 
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endophoric where the knowledge of political happenings of the past and the present must be 

fresh in the minds for effective message recovery. 

Finally, in this paper, efforts are made to demonstrate the multi-dimensionality of print media 

cartoons in performing the surveillance, correlational, cultural transmission, entertainment 

and propaganda functions of mass media as embedded in print media cartoons. Consequently, 

we can no longer treat newspaper cartoons as entertainment tool only but also as instruments 

of social control saddled with the responsibility to instigate responsible governance and 

responsible followership. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is anchored on three theories. The first two are theories of communication: the 

agenda setting theory and status conferral theory while the last theory is a linguistic theory 

named cooperative principles. We shall briefly capture the basic assumptions of the three 

theories and establish their relevance in our present study. 

 

The Agenda Setting Theory 

 The agenda setting theory was propounded by Maxwell Mccomb and Donald L.Shaw 

in 1972 (Mcquaii 2005) the main tenet of this theory is that people get their news from 

limited sources because people do not pay attention to all outlets. Thus, they rest on the mass 

media. Also, that media agenda which were chosen by professional gate keepers lead people 

to perceive given issues as important (Anaeto, Onabajo and Osifeso, 2008).In a nutshell, the 

agenda setting theory postulates that the little facts people are aware about public issues are 

those issues the mass media made known to them. And that any importance attached to an 

issue is basically informed by the media who attach much prominence to the same issue by 

their consistent coverage. It is believed that the media set the agenda for public discourse. 

Here, the media moderate the direction of public thinking in the sense that our thinking 

mostly hing on the highlights of the media. 

The relevance of this theory on the present study is that editorial cartoons are actually the 

agenda setting strategy of the media thereby making the public think about those issues as 

published in those dailies. So, all cartoons dealing with political aberrations are follow-up 

issues in the news and they are meant to reinforce the agenda setting of the media to teleguide 

the masses on what to think about. 
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(B) The Status Conferral Theory 

This theory was espoused by Paul Lazarfeld and Robert Merton in 1948 (Anaeto, Onabajo 

and Osifeso; 2008). The basic assumptions of this theory are: the theory assumes that the 

media confer status on individuals by regularly featuring them. The media focus on those that 

are regarded as important personalities and that is why the media give them prominence in 

their coverage (Anaeto, Onabajo, and Osifeso, 2008). 

The relevance of this theory on our study is that a cursory look at daily cartoons one sees the 

seemingly drawings of high profile individuals and some statements credited to those 

individuals. Most of the time, a skeletal drawing of the president and his kitchen cabinets 

were noticed. Even if an unpopular man is captured n a cartoon, that mere publication confers 

status on such individual. 

(c) Conversational Principles 

A philosopher named Grice, H.P in 1975: Observed that conversation works on the principle 

that participants co-operate with each other (Odebunmi, 2006). Grice (1975) advanced four 

maxims on what makes conversation to work. These maxims are: maxim of quantity-which 

says be informative as required1maxirnum of quality which stipulates that say the truth; do 

not say anything you lack evidence; maxim of relation, which says be relevant and maxim of 

manner which stipulates that be perspicuous i.e. avoid obscurantism, ambiguity and prolixity 

and be orderly (Odebunmi, 2006: 101)Levinson (1983) cited in Odebunmi, (2006:102) 

observes that “the Grice maxims clearly spell out the way conversations can be carried out 

most efficiently, rationally and co-operatively”. 

The relevance of this theory on our study is that cartoons are always crafted in conversational 

discourse structure where you have two or more interactants. Here, we have speaker A 

addressing speaker B. The dialogues are consciously observing or obeying Grice’s 

conversational principles. A little is said by speaker A who is obeying the maxim of quality 

and one reads speaker B’s response given a response and his response being relevant to A’s 

statement by obeying maxim of relation and from the dialogues one cn notice a sense of 

orderliness in their dialogues. All these we shall exemplify in our data analysis. 

Empirical Review 

Cartoon is basically divided into two based on their message contents. First, cartoons that 

focus on opinions which revolve round domestic politics, social themes and foreign affairs. 

Second is cartoon of jokes which communicate humours (Adejuwon and Mimi, 2011). We 

are going to review three scholars who have studied on the utilitarian functions of cartoons as 

our empirical review. 
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Harrison (2001) focuses on the strategies used by the cartoonists and what makes cartoon 

work as communicative code. Harrison (2001:1), submits that “cartoon code is surprisingly 

complex, but it is not without logic... there are a handful of basic techniques which the 

cartoonist manipulates to create a symbolic world of make-believe”. Harrison appears to be 

the teacher of cartoonist because he elaborately discusses the strategies available to cartoonist 

which include leveling, sharpening and shape. Generally, he presents cartoonist as good 

communicators. 

Olatunji (2011) examines cartoons portrayal of human right abuses in periods of economic 

deregulation. He studies the utilitarian functions of cartoons from a specialist point of view. 

He admits that cartoon is a simplified drawings which is always representational or symbolic. 

Also, he considers the satirical, euphemistic and ironical functions of cartoons. He concludes 

that print media cartoons vividly capture the economy of the country with a view to bringing 

out various abuses of human right that exist during economic depression. He however failed 

to look at holistic and multi-dimensionality of cartoons in print media. Hence, we say his 

approach is one-sided. 

Meanwhile, Omojuyigbe (2004) examines newspaper cartoons and language. The scholar 

views cartoons in the press as discourse and communication in his study, he majorly dwells 

on politically based cartoons where he did a stylistic and semantic exploration of selected 

cartoons. His analysis mainly centered on the use of language creatively to pass across the 

intended communication. However, he only considers cartoons in the print media performing 

only the correlational function of the mass media. 

From the empirical review did above, all the scholars looked at cartoonists as information 

officers but cartoon is more than this, cartoon therefore performs the primary functions of 

mass media and this multidimensionality of cartoon is what this paper intends to address. 

Cartoon and Context 

Cartoon interpretation is meaningless if is not contextualized. An artist will always say that 

each drawing is communicating something. The message in cartoon is better understood if the 

statements and Comments made by cartoon interlocutors are situated in either political, 

economic or social spheres. Context is germane to meaning making. Odebunmi (2006) agrees 

that context is the spine of meaning. Individual word carries self-explained meaning but when 

considered the context of use the real meaning becomes more glaring. Consequently, for 

cartoons to be devoid of sentiments, recourse to context is therefore imperative. So, 

knowledge of communication and what makes communication to work together with the 

linguistic knowledge of discourse and pragmatics are needed in order to understand the 
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communicative import in print media cartoons. To situate our selected cartoons therefore, our 

analysis shall be predicated on the function of mass media each cartoon is performing so that 

we can conveniently ascertain that cartoons are metaphorical codification of our realities and 

not just a mere humour as some people erroneously thought.. 

We can conclude that different thematic concerns of the cartoonists do shape and determine 

the linguistic choices and its accompanying drawings that are (visuals and graphetics) 

combined together for message explication. 

Statement of the Problem 

Quite a number of people read newspapers be it soft, tabloid or junk daily. Also, a good 

number of people play host to straight news, reports, opinions, editorials and feature; a 

handful of readers, read advertorials and somehow, a large number flip through the sport 

pages at least to know scores of premiership or league results. A significant number of 

readers hardly pay little attention to cartoon page (s) but it is not clear whether such readers 

really understand the messages. Hence, such important section is ignored and as a result, such 

readers lose the communicative import of such cartoon messages. Many may not appreciate 

the multidimensionality of cartoons in performing the basic functions of mass media. 

Consequently, this paper intends to sensitize the would be newspaper readers on how to read, 

contextualize, determine the themes and interpret cartoon messages in order to underscore; 

establish and foreground the communicative import of cartoons in newspapers. 

Objectives of the Study 

The study intends to achieve the following objectives: 

1.  To examine print media cartoons as discourse and communication. 

2.  To examine the utilitarian function of print media cartoons. 

3.  To find out if print media cartoons are indeed instruments of social control and catalyst 

to societal development. 

4.  To establish the multidimensionality of print media cartoons in performing the primary 

functions of mass media. 

Research Questions 

The following questions guide the study: 

1.  To what extent do newspaper cartoons provide the correlational and surveillance 

functions of mass media. 

2.  To what extent do newspaper cartoons use power of language to effect social change/ 

control? 
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3.  To what extent do print media cartoons perform the entertainment function of mass 

media? 

4.  What are the specific advocacy services performed by newspaper cartoonists.  

Research Design 

This research is purely descriptive and a qualitative study hence, a discursive approach was 

adopted. We adopted the interpretivist approach because the available data, cartoons, could 

only be subjected to logical analysis using the cartoons and graphetics as interpretative tools. 

Here, our emphasis is to affirm cartoonists as Marxists or socialists whose pre-occupation is 

societal emancipation and egalitarianism. 

 

Data Gathering Procedure 

We solely relied on print media cartoons. Since we adopted a generalist approach, the 

editorial cartoons pages, leisure pages and ripples pages of The Nation,The Punch and The 

Guardian newspapers have been selected based on their wide readership and wide circulation 

coupled with their unbiased reportage and their acceptability among the elitist class in 

Nigeria. To achieve a sense of orderliness, we grouped the metaphorical codification of 

selected cartoons for interpretations based on the themes of: politics, economy, education, 

social and family affairs, government establishments, entertainment and others. This 

purposive data gathering procedure is adopted to enhance our explanatory adequacy and to 

buttress the fact that print media cartoon is not limited to comic or fun fair but a codification 

or exemplification of social realities. So, we have selected some publications from the above 
newspapers between 2011 and 2012 and in all we used nine newspaper cartoons for our data analysis. 

Data Analysis and Results 

The cartoons labeled figure 1 and 2 possess similar qualities in what we could categorise as 

institutional failure or better still be described as the failure of the political ruling class. 

Figure 1 is made up three panels and each panel comprised two interlocutors. In the first 

panel, a statement was made that “NIGERIANS HAVE CAUSE TO CELEBRATE” credited 

to former governor and an active informed but battered colleague answered sarcastically and 

ironically that: “OF COURSE, we should CELEBRATE...” and he continued the lamentation 

by cataloguing woes befalling Nigeria at 51 years and he said: 

 

 

 

 



JIARM VOLUME 1           ISSUE 8             (SEPTEMBER 2013)       ISSN : 2320 – 5083 
 

414 
www.jiarm.com 

51 YEARS OF WANT 

51 YEARS OF HUNGER 

51 YEARS OF BLACKOUT 

51 YEARS OF GRINDING POVERTY 

51 YEARS OF INSECURITY 

51 YEARS OF UNCHALLENGED CORRUPTION. 

The man concluded his tears rolling lamentation in the third panel by saying AND 51 

YEARS OF ABSOLUTE HOPELESSNESS.” The letters are in capital letters signifying a 

cry of inconvenience. The figure 1 cartoon which is an editorial cartoon is meant to perform a 

correlation function of mass; media where an insightful interpretation is given on topical 

issues affecting the nation. To the cartoonist, there is no cause to celebrate Nigeria at 51 

rather, it is a clarion call on the leadership to arise and provide basic amenities to the masses 

rather than organizing a frivolous party celebrating Nigerian at 51 when the citizens are 

groaning. 

Similarly, figure 2 is a report age on the unguided and empty promises of Mr. President and 

his kitchen cabinets. The cartoon is made up of two panels. In the first panel, we have a 

caricature of Mr. President standing beside a supposedly moving car but with flat tyres and 

the, car had its bonnet opened with smokes renting the air and a statement credited to an Ijaw-

looking man “THIS GOVERNMENT WILL ENSURE UNINTERRUPTED POWER 

SUPPLY REALIZABLE BEFORE 2015 “and another statement credited to Mr. President 

saying”. . . MY GOVERNMENT WILL ALSO END. RICE IMPORTATION BEFORE 2015 

and also on the same panel a: hungry man with some questions or query in his poverty-ridden 

mind thought aloud: “100 DAYS IN OFFICE. The second panel below had the news: FED. 

GOVERNMENT TO BOOST POWER SUPPLY TO 5,000MW BY DEC. credited to 

minister of power and on that panel there is a truck labeled FG (Federal Government) with 

half-turn Nigeria flag and had an Ijaw-looking man as the driver and the luxurious bus with 

unilluminated inside (representing darkness) and on the bus an inscription PHCN (Power 

Holding Company of Nigeria). 
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Still talking about political cartoons, figures 3, 4 portrayed the gloomy nature of Nigeria 

failure. In fig 3, we have “NIGERIA SHOULD FORGET ABOUT VISION 2020 UN and 

under the warning credited to United Nations an inscription- VISION 2020 on the ship which 

has lost its bearing. Figure 4 equally has the inscription “CORRUPTION” placed on a 

motionless car and beside the car Nigeria was boldly WRITTEN-VISION 2020 and 

underneath the storm-driven ship an inscription was credited to already drowned man YES, 

OURS IS FICTION 2020 and behind him is a dark panel statement “promised Land”.  

Both in the past and present, Nigeria has had a short term and long term projection labeled 

vision 2,000, vision 2010, vision 2015 and vision 2020 perhaps copying United Nations 

projections which aims at fostering nations of the world into progressive planning. However, 

here in Nigeria, the visions are mere mockery, sychophantre and hypocritical adventures 

making the world to believe that Nigeria is also futuristic or forward looking for better days 

for her citizens. Without any bias or cynism, figure 3 and 4 captured the titanic mishap of 

Nigeria ship. Again, the cartoons are performing both correlation and surveillance function.  

 

 
 

 

 

Figure 3 
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                                                                    Figure 4 
 

Now, talking about the theme of economic depression which is a cumulative effect of 

institutional failure as said earlier. Unemployment as a major factor leading to insecurities as 

presently noticed in Nigeria of today. Figure 5 and 6 succinctly epitomize the ugly trends. 

Figure 5 is divided into four panels. The cartoonist was historical in the unfolding trends in 

the nation about the fate of Nigerian graduates.  

In panel I, a man or father congratulating his son on the day of his convocation and the old 

man was beaming with laughter and hope of better days has finally come. This was in the 

‘70s’. Again, the cartoonist followed the trend in the 80s. A graduate with his academic gown 

worried about NO VACANCY and in the 90s. The joblessness of a decade has made the 

graduate to cry of “HUNGER” and by year 2011 the frustration on the graduate of no 

vacancy which culminated to unabated hunger has made him to turn to an armed robber 

terrorizing the rich individuals. Naturally, a graduate would not turn to a gentle man of the 

road but, for his own survival, he parochially thought: “MEN MUST WACK” so the 

cartoonist concluded. The cartoonist, in a simply way, captured the dilemma of Nigeria youth 
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confronted with the headache of unemployment. The cartoon here, we say performs both the 

surveillance and correlation functions of mass media.  

Figure 6 is not only a metaphor but also a paradoxical representation. Figure 6 is made up of 

four panels and a dialogue between a culprit and a judge. In panel 1, we have a senseless 

culprit who pleaded guilty to all the offences read to his hearing by the presiding judge but 

the culprit was surprised to have been discharged acquitted despite the weight of his offence. 

The presiding judge was bewildered because he expected the discharged criminal to be happy 

but contrary is the case. In the second panel, the miserable discharged culprit issued a threat 

that…. IF YOU INSIST ON SETTING ME FREE, I PROMISE TO GRADUATE FROM 

PETTY STEALING TO ARMED ROBBERY, KIDNAPPING… or even SUICIDE 

BOMBING.” The third panel is an open convention of the culprit still before the judge… I 

CAN’T AFFORD HOUSE RENT ANY LONGER and panel four featured the frustrated man 

in a mask issuing a strike warrant…and MY LORD, I’LL START WITH YOUR HOUSE.  

The man may sound unserious with his un seasoning jocularity of his thought but, long years 

of unemployment will make a man to do the unusual. The cartoonist graphically emboldened: 

ARMED ROBBERY, KIDNAPPING, SUICIDE bombing the stylistic prominence 

foregrounded the available “jobs” for any frustrated unemployed youth. Imagine if somebody 

could go for petty stealing so that he could be jailed after all in jail, there is free 

accommodation and free feeding which could have taking care of his basic needs according 

to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. This despicable state of Nigerian youth aptly explains the 

insecurity we are currently witnessing in our nation. The cartoon therefore performs the 

surveillance, correlational and propaganda functions of the media.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 



JIARM VOLUME 1           ISSUE 8             (SEPTEMBER 2013)       ISSN : 2320 – 5083 
 

419 
www.jiarm.com 

                                                     Figure 6 
  

In performing the advocacy function of the media, figure 7 featured a single panel cartoon 

where a roving journalist accosted poverty-stricken man and posed a hypothetical question at 

him. IF YOU MEET GOD ONE-ON-ONE WHAT WOULD YOU ASK FOR THIS NEW 

YEAR? Spontaneously, the man replied – A TRUE LEADER? NOT THE USUAL ROGUES 

IN AGBADA AND GELE (HEADGEAR) and a rat screamed – HAPPY 

POLITHIEVECIANS FREE-YEAR!  

From the conversations, it clearly shows that honest and transparent leadership is what 

Nigeria needs to attain the seemingly eluded development. So, the cartoonist is advocating 

true leadership and not the usual “ROGUES”, clowns and criminals going about in their 

paraphernalia of deception.  

In the panel, we noticed a cat which is known for its smartness and cunning character. The 

cat is a metaphorical representation of an average Nigerian politicians. Also, the Pun-Poli-

Thieve-Cian attracts our attention. As cat is known for stealing so an average Nigerian 

politicians are known for amassing wealth illegally. 
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                                                                     Figure 7 

 On the function of entertainment, advocacy and propaganda of mass media, figure 8 

clearly exemplifies the multi-dimensionality of newspaper cartoons. Figure 8 is made up of 

four panels created by BennttOmeke. A couple is seen on a motorbike and the wife reminded 

the husband that they should turn back because it is risky riding without a crash -Helmet and 

the husband stupidly replied DARLING IT DOESN’T MATTER! and the second panel 

captured the insistence of the wife on the need to turn back for the crash-Helmet. Though the 

cartoon may be entertaining but it is educative enough to tell any bike rider to always wear 

their crash-Helmet to prevent death in case accident occurs. So, the cartoon is advocating the 

utility of crash-Helmet.  Panels 3 and 5 featured two friends gossiping about another couple. 

The cartoon clearly reveals the hypocrisy going-on between couples whose intention is to 

outplay each other. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8 

Figure 8 
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Finally, on the theme of corruption in polity and among the security agents, figure 9 briefly 

explains the ugly scenario. Figure 9 is a visual codification without any statement but the 

semantic, pragmatic and communicative import is well understood.  

Figure 9 is made of single panel but divided into four plates. In A, a policeman pointed his 

arms to a suspect who raised his two hands in total surrender. Plate B featured a 

compromising section between the policeman and the suspect perhaps negotiating his release 

and plate C focused the police man with a purse with. Nigeria naira (N) on the purse and the 

suspect gladly faced the policeman saying I have given you what I stole and plate D featured 

the policeman and the suspect hugging each other. The cartoon, explicates the reasons why 

our security is compromised because the police have come to be partners in terrorism because 

of corruption. “He who lives in a glass house does not throw stone”. This saying explains 

why the police cannot arrest or tackle any terror attack because they are not clean. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                   Figure 9 

CONCLUSION 

 Cartoons in the print media is indeed a form of pictorial journalism coded 

metaphorically with a view to explicating and complementing topical issues in the news. Our 

findings revealed that cartoons in the print media are far more than a mere entertainment but 

plays multi-dimensional functions of the mass media. Cartoons are pictorial, pragmatic and 

satirical-moral edification (galvanize and sensitize people towards a better moral 

performance) and a powerful tool in shaping societal attitudes.        
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