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ANKE BEISSWÄNGER, Politik und Karikatur: Der Bundestagswahl-
kampf 2002 im Spiegel von Karikaturen in ausgewählten Tageszeitungen
(Munich: Martin Meidenbauer, 2005), 240 pp. ISBN 3 89975 035 7.
EUR 39.90 (hardback)

Modern historians have a great affinity for newspaper cartoons (as
opposed to the far more complex and elusive caricatures of the early
modern period). Designed to capture the essence of a situation, an
era or a famous individual in an easily accessible and quickly com-
prehensible piece of art, newspaper cartoons help to illustrate count-
less historical publications and grace numerous book covers.
Compared to photographs, cartoons have the added advantages that
they have been around for a very long time and that they are easier
and cheaper to reproduce. Finally, cartoons make excellent teaching
tools, as students usually prefer to discuss—often humorous—draw-
ings instead of lengthy texts. One reason why historians predomi-
nantly use cartoons merely as illustration, decoration, or icebreaker
in the classroom is that they often lack training in what else to do
with images. While historians have put cartoons at the centre of their
studies to see how certain events, problems, individuals or people
have been portrayed in the past, there is still a widespread pictorial
inferiority complex when dealing with sources generally considered
to be the domain of art historians.

However, other academic fields also use images, and their
research methodology, as Anke Beisswänger’s book Politik und
Karikatur shows, might also be interesting for historians confronted
with large numbers of cartoons. Beisswänger studied Communi-
cation Science (Kommunikationswissenschaft), Marketing and Adver-
tising Psychology (Markt- und Werbepsychologie), and Sociology at the
Ludwig Maxmilian University of Munich, from which she graduated
with the work under review here. Nevertheless, her book deals with
contemporary history: the 2002 federal election campaign in Ger-
many and the way it was represented in newspaper cartoons. Until
now an article by Udo Michael Krüger1 has been the only study of
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1 Udo Michael Krüger, ‘Politische Karikaturen in meinungsbildenden Tages-
zeitungen’, Publizistik: Vierteljahreshefte für Kommunikationsforschung, 26/1
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German newspaper cartoons in elections, and Beisswänger compares
her own findings on several occasions with Krüger’s earlier results.

Politik und Karikatur is divided into two roughly equal parts. In the
first, Beisswänger lays down the theoretical and factual basis for the
analysis of cartoons, which forms the second part. The book opens
with a chapter on the history and theory of caricature and cartoons.
As both are subsumed under the same word in the German language,
Beisswänger goes on to discuss the various definitions of the term
politische Karikatur, before turning her attention to the various codes
(or symbols) used by cartoonists in their work. The chapter closes
with a discussion of the limits imposed on the cartoonists’ work by
‘taboo topics’ as well as by editorial policies and the law.

The author then looks at the role played by the mass media in the
transmission of policies. She argues that mass media are a necessary
prerequisite for a working democracy, and that the media need to be
open to different groups, and to disseminate a range of diverse opin-
ions at different levels. In addition, the information has to flow in
both directions, from the politicians to the citizens and vice versa,
with the media serving as transmitter. In contemporary society,
Beisswänger argues, mass media and politics have an interdependent
relationship; a concept she explicitly prefers over the idea of ‘the
fourth estate’ (‘die Vierte Gewalt’), or notions that the politicians use
the media (‘Instrumentalisierung’), or increasingly depend on it (‘De-
pendenzbeziehung’). The political tasks of the mass media are to
inform, serve as a public forum in which issues of public interest are
debated and articulated by various individuals and groups, to
explain political life and options for participation to the public, and
to criticize and control. The daily newspapers share these tasks with
other, younger media, but have the longest tradition and, according
to Beisswänger, are particularly well suited to reporting on the
increasingly diverse and complex politics of our time. The daily
newspaper is also the standard medium for political cartoons, which
serve as ‘visual commentaries’ (‘visueller Kommentar’) and focus the
contradictions of political reality. 

Unfortunately, there is little empirical knowledge on the actual
impact of cartoons on their readers. While some scholars and car-
toonists are convinced that they are very effective in forming and
changing opinions, others are more sceptical, or see cartoons simply
as a mirror of political opinion, or as having an affirmative function.
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Beisswänger takes the side of the optimists by arguing that cartoons
have the potential to trigger critical reflection and are therefore able
to play a central part in forming political opinions and will. Because
cartoons also entertain, they can act as catalysts, inducing the reader
to look for background information on issues picked up in cartoons. 

Beisswänger then examines the role of the mass media in election
campaigns and the features of these campaigns, which are increas-
ingly ‘Americanized’ (p. 73) and dominated by external advisers and
political spin doctors. Also discussed is the supposedly increasing
personalization of the campaigns, although the extent of this trend is
disputed. For the media, individuals are easy to cover, and personal-
ity is a ‘news factor’ (‘Nachrichtenfaktor’, p. 75). As a result, the
increasing focus on the chancellor candidates in Germany fosters the
perception of federal elections as duels between the most important
candidates, while the political parties, which represent the structural
and institutional side of politics, become less prominent. Individuals
are easier to depict, and images attract public attention more than the
printed or spoken word.

In the second part of her study, Beisswänger turns to the federal
election campaign of 2002, which started with the nomination of the
Conservative candidate Edmund Stoiber on 11 January and ended
with election day on 22 September 2002. After very brief portraits of
Stoiber and the incumbent Chancellor, Gerhard Schröder, Beisswän-
ger summarizes the main topics and events which dominated the
election. The 309 cartoons by 26 artists she examines are a represen-
tative sample of all drawings published on the election campaign in
four large German national broadsheets: Die Welt (97 cartoons),
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (51), Süddeutsche Zeitung (93), and
Frankfurter Rundschau (68). According to Beisswänger, these four
newspapers represent the main political spectrum in the German
media and are also opinion leaders. The timeframe for Beisswänger’s
study is the three months leading up to election day, that is, 21 June
to 21 September 2002.

What are the results of her analysis? With regard to the topics
addressed in the cartoons, Beisswänger concludes that eight main
topics (depicted in ten or more cartoons) are especially often por-
trayed. They represent only 11.9 per cent of all topics, but nearly 40
per cent of all cartoons. Almost all of them deal with domestic issues,
with ‘unemployment’ topping the list, representing nearly a third of
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all the main topics. The second large topic is the election campaign
itself, while the only international main topic is arms control in Iraq.
When the cartoons are arranged according to more inclusive cate-
gories, the election occupies the top rank with 31.7 per cent of all car-
toons, closely followed by domestic policy (31.1 per cent). The third
place is held by defence/war/conflict resolution, which features in
just 6.5 per cent. For the cartoonists, the 2002 election was clearly
dominated by domestic issues. While some of the main topics feature
over the whole period examined by Beisswänger, others, like
Stoiber’s ‘competence team’, are prominent only for brief spells. A
relatively high percentage of cartoons (8.3 per cent) feature ‘taboo
topics’ such as individual suffering or religion. 

Politicians of the Social Democratic Party (SPD) and the
Conservative Union of CDU/CSU are most often depicted (33.7 and
26.2 per cent). Interestingly, representatives of the oppositional FDP
are more often portrayed than politicians from the Green Party,
which formed the government with the SPD (4.9 and 3.9 per cent),
probably because of the FDP’s high-profile chancellor candidate in
2002, Guido Westerwelle. Members of the Socialist PDS feature only
twice, while representatives of the Schill Party, a right-wing splinter
group, are not depicted at all. In total, politicians are far more often
portrayed than political parties. While the SPD features in 6.5 per
cent of cartoons, the CDU/CSU is shown in 11 per cent.

Conservative newspapers tend to depict more left-wing politi-
cians, while papers from the political left show more right-wing
politicians in their cartoons. With the exception of the Frankfurter
Rundschau, which rarely depicts politicians at all, the other three
papers predominantly show images of politicians from the opposite
political camp. Beisswänger’s analysis also confirms the assumption
that politicians from the other side are usually depicted critically.
Green politicians are the least negatively portrayed (58.3 per cent),
compared to members of the CSU (80.6 per cent), while the former
are also the most often neutrally characterized (16.7 per cent). FDP
politicians are not positively depicted in any of the 309 drawings.
Positive depictions are generally rare and feature almost exclusively
in the Süddeutsche Zeitung. 

Most cartoons focus on important individuals, but Beisswänger
suggests that the frequency with which they appear in cartoons
depends on their public profile rather than their rank or office.
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Nevertheless, the German Chancellor is traditionally the most fre-
quently portrayed (92 times), while his challenger features in 62 car-
toons. Neither is depicted stereotypically, although Schröder is some-
times shown as a member of the working class (7.7 per cent), while
Stoiber is often drawn in traditional Bavarian attire (21.7 per cent).
Most often, however, both candidates are shown as being well
dressed (Schröder 44.2 per cent; Stoiber 27.5 per cent) or in sporting
clothes, which again stresses the nature of the election campaign as a
duel between the two main contenders (Schröder 10.6 per cent;
Stoiber 13 per cent).

When it comes to the abilities and characters of the main candi-
dates, both are depicted as dishonest and incompetent, although the
Chancellor fares a bit worse. Again, the political direction of a news-
paper is revealed not in praise of its own candidate, but in criticism
of the representative of the other side. Not surprisingly, Beisswänger
concludes that the political direction of a newspaper influences the
content of its cartoons, in part because newspapers have to cater for
the expectations of their readership. Nevertheless, she also highlights
differences between the newspapers. The Frankfurter Allgemeine, for
example, uses the most allusions from high culture, while cartoons in
the Frankfurter Rundschau predominantly use stereotypes such as
trade unionists, the unemployed, and so on. Beisswänger concludes
her book by briefly pointing out where further research is necessary.
The extensive appendix features a bibliography, a chronology of
events in Germany between January and September 2002, a ‘code
book’ for categorizing the cartoons in the sample, a collection of car-
toons, tables with the results of Beisswänger’s study, and an index.

Politik und Karikatur is a well-organized, thoroughly researched,
and stringently argued book. It is also well-crafted, although the pub-
lisher’s decision to translate the summary on the back cover into
English, French, and Spanish seems a little ambitious. In addition,
one cannot help wondering whether the author’s results are worth
the effort and expense of producing a book. While it is interesting
and useful to study Beisswänger’s methodology, none of her findings
are particularly surprising. A paper with conservative sympathies
will hardly publish left-wing cartoons, and during election time, car-
toonists will naturally deal predominantly with the topics of the day,
that is, the election campaign and the issues on which it will be decid-
ed. Perhaps one reason why the topic of how election campaigns are
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mirrored in modern newspaper cartoons has rarely been studied is
the predictability of the results. Beisswänger discovers a few inter-
esting details, such as how rarely Schröder, after all, the candidate of
a social democratic party, is pictured as a member of the working
class. However, the more fundamental questions, for example, the
relationship between press cartoons and neighbouring articles,
whether cartoons can indeed influence individual opinion, or
whether the public understands the drawings in the way the car-
toonists intended, are only briefly touched upon and marked as
fields for further research at the end of the book.

Probably because this book is based on an MA thesis, the author
is unnecessarily hesitant to venture beyond the solid ground of her
empirical work and relies too heavily on quotations from established
authorities when dealing with the history, meaning, and impact of
cartoons. Especially the first half of the book at times seems like a
reader rather than a monograph. Nevertheless, Politik und Karikatur
can be recommended to those interested in the 2002 federal election
in Germany, and to scholars seeking a method for working quantifi-
ably with newspaper cartoons. This, in itself, is no small achieve-
ment.

MATTHIAS REISS is a Research Fellow at the GHIL. He is currently
working on a study of the image of the unemployed in England and
Germany from the end of the nineteenth century to the 1980s. He is
the author of Die Schwarzen waren unsere Freunde: Deutsche Kriegs-
gefangene in der amerikanischen Gesellschaft 1942–1946 (2002).
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Demonstration Marches of the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries
in a Comparative Historical Perspective. Conference held on 25–26
February 2005 at the German Historical Institute London.

For the last two centuries, organized demonstration marches have
been widely used as a means of political protest, and there is little
sign that taking to the streets to register support for, or opposition to,
a cause has lost its appeal in the twenty-first century. Although they
share certain elements, however, the success of demonstration
marches and their ability to achieve the results desired by organizers
and supporters vary considerably. 

On 25 and 26 February 2005, scholars from a number of different
countries and backgrounds in history, political science, anthropolo-
gy, psychology, and geography, and people with practical experience
in the organization of demonstration marches met at the German
Historical Institute London to discuss the changing forms, elements,
and outcomes of demonstration marches since the nineteenth centu-
ry. Instead of focusing on individual demonstrations, each paper had
a comparative perspective. The presenters were asked to discuss the
use of symbols, rituals, and traditions; the aims and expectations of
the marchers; their interaction with the media, politicians, the police,
and onlookers; the significance and use of space; the importance of
numbers; the problem of violence versus peaceful protest; how the
success of demonstration marches could be measured; and their
legacy.

Hagen Schulze (Director, German Historical Institute London)
opened the conference and welcomed the participants. Thereafter
Matthias Reiss (London), who had planned and organized the con-
ference, briefly summarized some of the guiding questions, before
Clifford Stott (Liverpool) presented the keynote speech: ‘Overcoming
the Historical Legacy of Gustave LeBon: Identity and the Social
Dynamics of the Crowd.’ Stott stressed the historical context in which
ideas of crowd psychology first developed in nineteenth-century
France. Born out of a framework of social tensions and upheaval in
which the crowd was the lower classes’ only weapon for creating
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