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"The Political Cartoon For The Year 1775" (Washington D.C., 1775), Library of Congress, British Cartoon Prints Collection.

The image that is the subject of this essay’s commentary is a 1775 British political cartoon depicting Britain’s impending inclusion into the American Revolutionary War (1775-1783). The cartoon was published in The Westminster Magazine, Or, The Pantheon of Taste, a publication for the dissemination of views on “History, Manners, Politics, Literature and Gallantry & Fashion” to the British public[footnoteRef:1]. The journal acts as a commentary on the contemporary happenings within Britain, with the authors being academics or even Lords. For an understanding of a political cartoon and its significance, one must first understand the historical context in which the cartoon is present and then decipher the message in which it is trying to tell. For an even greater understanding, one must also understand the significance of the political cartoon as a visual image and how it can aid historians in their studies.   [1:  "The Westminster Magazine, Or, The Pantheon Of Taste Vol. 3" (Los Angeles, 1775), Library of the University of California.] 


The use of political cartoons as a way of distributing information since the 17th - 18th century when they were known as pictorial satire and became popularised amongst political upheavals such as the French and American revolutions[footnoteRef:2]. Designed to be topical and germane to contemporary events, political cartoons are typically representations of famous people or events satirised and caricatured to humiliate or “reveal the shortcomings of” the subject[footnoteRef:3]. Political cartoons are used so effectively due to the large amount of information that one garner from a precursory look, as messages and viewpoints are easier to spread through images as a universal idea and to an audience who would be largely illiterate[footnoteRef:4]. One must also consider, that when studying historical political cartoons that the cartoon assumes the idea of an “ideal viewer”[footnoteRef:5]. This ideal viewer theory assumes that those who view a political cartoon understand all of the topical references and analogies and if the reader is not part of that original culture in time they will always be looking in as an outsider. This of course as is a problem when analysing a political cartoon, but it can be seen as a tool. If everything within the image is connected and all analogies mean something, the potential depth of the historical context of a source image is vast and only needs a careful analysis.  [2:  Juana I. Marín‐Arrese, "Political Cartoon Discourse", The International Encyclopaedia Of Language And Social Interaction, 2015, 1-6.]  [3:  Victor S Navasky, The Art Of Controversy: Political Cartoons And Their Enduring Power (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2013), p. 18.]  [4:  Devon Lemire, "A Historiographical Survey Of Literacy In Britain Between 1780 And 1830", Constellations, 4.1 (2013).]  [5:  Walt Werner, "On Political Cartoons And Social Studies Textbooks: Visual Analogies, Intertextuality, And Cultural Memory", Canadian Social Studies, 38.2 (2004).] 


The cartoon itself depicts King George III and William Murray, the Earl of Mansfield on a horse-drawn cart riding to a chasm while driving over books labelled ‘The Magna Charta’ and ‘Constitution’. The horses drawing the cart are labelled ‘Pride’ and ‘Obstinacy’ and they are surrounded by Governors, Electors, and citizens, all while a demon carrying a bag labelled ‘National Credit’ flies away to a distant cityscape labelled ‘America’. There is an overwhelming amount of information presented by this cartoon, and due to its very nature, each facet of information can hold great significance in identifying the historical context of the source. The main focus of the cartoon is the cart in which George III sits, and so it shall be addressed first. 
George III was the king of Britain during the American Revolutionary war and thus it is no surprise to see him as the man leading the charge into the war. While he did not take an active role on the front lines of the war, King George III supported the government’s decision to go to war and used his Germanic connections to secure troops for the army[footnoteRef:6]. One of the books that the king is trampling over is aptly named ‘The Magna Charta’, a charter written in 1215 which began the process of limiting the powers of the Royal leaders Britain[footnoteRef:7]. The other book labelled ‘Constitution’ is an allusion to the 1689 Claim of Right Act which sought to finalise the control of the government over the monarchy, becoming known as the English Bill of Rights[footnoteRef:8]. The imagery of the King riding over the Magna Carta and the ‘Constitution’  gives historians great insight into the opinions of the source’s author and its publication. This image shows how the king’s intervention in the potential of going to war is considered unlawful and against century-old laws. The publication of this view suggests that the publication The Westminster Magazine and its editorial team were against the idea of war with America. This anti-war feeling was common amongst the British public with many believing the colonies should be given their freedom, with huge numbers of citizens signing petitions to the King asking him to cease aggression[footnoteRef:9]. This anti-war narrative is wrought throughout this cartoon and shows the cultural context of the authors writing at this time.  [6:  Stephen Conway, A Short History Of The American Revolutionary War (London: I.B. Tauris, 2013).]  [7:  David Carpenter, "Magna Carta 1215: Its Social And Political Context", in Magna Carta: History, Context And Influence (London: University of London Press, 2018), pp. 17-24.]  [8:  Geoffrey Lock, "The 1689 Bill Of Rights", Political Studies, 37.4 (1989), 540-561.]  [9:  John Dickinson, "Petition To George III, King Of Great Britain", 1775, The New York Public Library Digital Collections, Manuscripts and Archives Division.] 

Sat beside King George III is Lord Mansfield, recognisable by his judge’s habit and famous for ushering anti-slave sentiments into British society and arguing the end the recognition of slavery in  British common law. Lord Mansfield was very active in the world of commerce and modernised the British law system and is regarded as one of the Enlightened who led to the way to Era of Enlightenemnt..  Mansfield was also seen as an aggressive parental figure in terms of trade and restrictions with the colonies and believed that Britain should take an active role in American commerce as to “centre in the bosom of that country from whence they [the colonists] took their original”[footnoteRef:10]. This intervention into the American economy became a foundation of protest for the Americans, manifested by the popularised revolutionary rallying cry “no taxation without representation”[footnoteRef:11].  Mansfield appears to be taking control over the reins leading the horses named ‘Obstinacy’ and ‘Pride’, a metaphor for the pride and stubbornness of the British wanting to retain America as a British power is the driving force of the American Revolutionary War. Mansfield is leading the cart directly into a chasm, a metaphor for the expected outcome of going to war with America. With many calling for the government to not enter into war with America and give the colonies freedom, this image is evidence that the beliefs of war critics, were that the retention of America as a colony by Britain was a ply for pride amongst a dwindling British Empire. [10:  J. Vernon Jensen, "British Voices On The Eve Of The American Revolution: Trapped By The Family Metaphor", Quarterly Journal Of Speech, 63.1 (1977), 43-50.]  [11:  Henry M Gladney, No Taxation Without Representation (United States: Xlibris, 2014).] 

In the bottom right corner of the image, there is a gathering of people watching the action unfold. These people are dressed very elegantly and, in comparison to the rest of the image’s cast are stationary in their portrayal. These people are portrayals of the British public, and from a publication whose audience comprises of such people, are portrayals in a positive light. The men and women are well dressed, but not dressed as flamboyantly as  King George or Lord Mansfield. This is in line with contemporary British fashion standards in which the correct way to dress was to dress down in relation to others, as not to be seen as the better dressed, or the colloquial ‘fop’[footnoteRef:12]. The author here is attempting to display how the good British public is left watching while their leaders plunge them into war.  [12:  Sarah Johns, "The Personification of the Perfect Citizen: The English Political Cartoon, Colonial Anxiety, and Identity During the American Revolution" (2020). History Summer Fellows. 12. https://digitalcommons.ursinus.edu/history_sum/12 , <Accessed 14 Dec 2020>] 


The demon carrying the bag with ‘National Credit’ written on it and flying off to America is an excellent display of the simplicity of political cartoon creating a representation that can be easily understood. The devil here represents the evil aspects of colonial rule on America and implies a wicked streak running through the economic descions of the war. From the end of the Napoleonic Wars, Britain’s national credit began expanding to never before seen heights. National Debt increased during the American Revolutionary War with all the money going towards fighting the war, in which Britain spent a total of £80 million, the National debt accumulated interest[footnoteRef:13]. In conjunction with debt accumulated from the Seven Years War, the National Debt figure rose “to such a figure as not only to make complete redemption appear almost impossible but also to create the fears of public bankruptcy”[footnoteRef:14]. The inclusion of the demon holding the National Debt is significant to historians as the predictions made by war critics were correct, lending credence to the belief that the American Revolutionary war, on part of the British was fought for pride and out of a sense of stubbornness.  [13:  Patrick Karl O’Brien, “Mercantilist Institutions for the Pursuit Of Power with Profit. The Management Of Britain’s National Debt, 1756-1815” Working Papers, 95, http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/22322/1/wp95.pdf ,<Accessed 14 Dec 2020>]  [14:  Eric L. Hargreaves, The National Debt (New York: Routledge, 2013), p. 60.] 


In conclusion, The Political Cartoon for the year 1775 is significant to historians looking to understand the contemporary viewpoints of anti-war critics leading up to the American Revolutionary War. The depictions and portrayals of those characters in the image are sublime examples of the tools that can be made of political cartoons to determine historical context of an image from the beginnings of the war. The potential for historians to learn more about the historical and cultural contexts of images and their significance becomes clearer the further the image is analysed despite theories of subjective readings.  
Deep in National Debt from the Seven Years War and the intervention of Lord Mansfield in the economy of America led to the British into a war fuelled by their own stubbornness and false pride in a self-conceived mirage of colonialism. King George III wielded increasing executive power as he influenced the war despite proposed relaxed powers for royalty coming from the Magna Carta and the English Bill of Rights. The historical context of the American Revolutionary War must be appreciated if any understanding or significance is to come through analysis of this political cartoon. 
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