BLACK CODES POLITICAL CARTOON

BLack Cobes PoLiTicaL CARTOON: UNDERSTANDING HISTORY THROUGH ART

BLACK CODES POLITICAL CARTOON IS A POWERFUL PHRASE THAT INVITES US TO EXPLORE A FASCINATING INTERSECTION OF
HISTORY, POLITICS, AND ART. POLITICAL CARTOONS HAVE LONG BEEN A MEDIUM FOR SOCIAL COMMENTARY, AND WHEN IT
COMES TO THE BLACK CODES, THESE ILLUSTRATIONS SERVE AS A POIGNANT REFLECTION OF POST-CIVIL W/ AR AMERICA AND

THE STRUGGLE FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN RIGHTS. |F YOU’RE CURIOUS ABOUT HOW CARTOONS DEPICTED THESE OPPRESSIVE LAWS
AND THEIR IMPACT, YOU’RE IN THE RIGHT PLACE.

WHAT WERe THE BLAck CoDEes?

BEFORE DIVING INTO THE POLITICAL CARTOONS THEMSELVES, IT’S IMPORTANT TO UNDERSTAND WHAT THE BLACK CODES WERE.
AFTER THE CIVIL W AR AND THE ABOLITION OF SLAVERY, SOUTHERN STATES ENACTED A SERIES OF LAWS KNOWN AS BLACK
CoDES. THESE LAWS WERE DESIGNED TO RESTRICT THE FREEDOMS OF NEWLY FREED AFRICAN AMERICANS AND MAINTAIN A LABOR
FORCE THAT WAS ESSENTIALLY ENSLAVED IN ALL BUT NAME.

BLAack CODES VARIED BY STATE BUT COMMONLY INCLUDED RESTRICTIONS SUCH AS:

® PROHIBITING AFRICAN AMERICANS FROM OWNING PROPERTY IN CERTAIN AREAS
® L IMITING THEIR ABILITY TO VOTE OR SERVE ON JURIES
® ENFORCING HARSH VAGRANCY LAWS THAT CRIMINALIZED UNEMPLOYMENT, LEADING TO FORCED LABOR

RESTRICTING MOVEMENT AND EMPLOYMENT OPTIONS

THESE CODES WERE A WAY TO PRESERVE WHITE SUPREMACY AND CONTROL OVER BLACK POPULATIONS, SPARKING OUTRAGE
AND RESISTANCE. POLITICAL CARTOONS EMERGED AS A TOOL TO EXPOSE AND CRITIQUE THESE INJUSTICES.

THe RoLE ofF PoLITicAL CARTOONS IN THE 19TH CENTURY

POLITICAL CARTOONS HAVE HISTORICALLY BEEN A SHARP, ACCESSIBLE FORM OF POLITICAL COMMENTARY. IN THE 19TH
CENTURY, WHEN LITERACY RATES WERE LOWER AND NEWSPAPERS WERE A PRIMARY SOURCE OF INFORMATION, CARTOONS
PROVIDED A VISUAL NARRATIVE THAT COULD INFLUENCE PUBLIC OPINION.

WITH THE BLACK CODES, CARTOONISTS USED SATIRE, SYMBOLISM, AND CARICATURE TO HIGHLIGHT THE HYPOCRISY AND
CRUELTY OF THESE LAWS. BY PORTRAYING THE BLACK CODES IN A CRITICAL LIGHT, POLITICAL CARTOONS PLAYED A ROLE IN

SHAPING THE NORTHERN PUBLIC’S PERCEPTION AND ENCOURAGING SUPPORT FOR CIVIL RIGHTS LEGISLATION DURING
RECONSTRUCTION.

How BLAck Cobes PoLiTicaL CArRTooNs CONVEYED THEIR MESSAGE

POLITICAL CARTOONS ABOUT THE BLACK CODES RELIED ON VARIOUS ARTISTIC TECHNIQUES TO COMMUNICATE THEIR CRITIQUE:

* EXAGGERATION: CHARACTERS, ESPECIALLY LAWMAKERS OR ENFORCERS OF THE BLACK CODES, \WERE OFTEN DRAWN
WITH EXAGGERATED FEATURES TO EMPHASIZE CRUELTY OR GREED.



¢ SyYMBOLISM: CHAINS, SHACKLES, AND BROKEN PROMISES WERE COMMON SYMBOLS REPRESENTING OPPRESSION AND
BETRAYAL OF FREEDOM.

L4 JUXTAPOSITION: CONTRASTING THE SUPPOSED “FREEDOM”™ OF AFRICAN AMERICANS WITH THE REALITY OF THEIR
RESTRICTED LIVES UNDER BLACK CODES.

® |RONY: SHOWING LAWMAKERS CELEBRATING “FREEDOM” WHILE SIMULTANEOUSLY PASSING LAWS THAT ENSLAVED PEOPLE
IN DIFFERENT FORMS.

THESE TECHNIQUES HELPED MAKE COMPLEX POLITICAL AND SOCIAL ISSUES UNDERSTANDABLE AND EMOTIONALLY IMPACTFUL FOR
A BROAD AUDIENCE.

NoTABLE ExAMPLES oF BLACk CobEs PoLiTicaL CARTOONS

W/HILE MANY POLITICAL CARTOONS FROM THE RECONSTRUCTION ERA HAVE FADED INTO OBSCURITY, SOME STAND OUT FOR
THEIR HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE AND ARTISTIC POWER.

THoMAS NAST AND THE FIGHT AGAINST OPPRESSION

ONE OF THE MOST FAMOUS CARTOONISTS OF THE PERIOD, THOMAS NAST/ USED HIS PLATFORM IN PUBLICATIONS LIKE HARPER’S
WEEKLY TO CRITICIZE THE BLACKk CODES AND THE BROADER INJUSTICE FACED BY AFRICAN AMERICANS. NAST’S DRAWINGS OFTEN
HIGHLIGHTED THE CONTRADICTIONS IN AMERICAN DEMOCRACY POST-CIVIL \X/AR, EXPOSING HOW LEGAL SYSTEMS WERE STILL
FAILING BLACK CITIZENS.

His CARTOONS SOMETIMES DEPICTED FREEDMEN SHACKLED BY INVISIBLE CHAINS LABELED “BLACK CODES,” A VIVID IMAGE THAT

CAPTURED HOW FREEDOM WAS LIMITED BY LAW. NAST'S WORK HELPED GENERATE SUPPORT FOR THE CIVIL RIGHTS ACT OF
1866 AND THE T4TH AMENDMENT, WHICH AIMED TO SECURE EQUAL PROTECTION UNDER THE LAW.

OTHER INFLUENTIAL CARTOONS AND THEIR IMPACT

Bevonp NAST, OTHER POLITICAL CARTOONISTS CONTRIBUTED TO THE DISCOURSE SURROUNDING BLACK CODES:

¢ JosePH KEPPLER: KNOWN FOR HIS SHARP WIT, KEPPLER USED HUMOR TO RIDICULE THE ABSURDITY OF BLACK CODES AND
THE POLITICIANS WHO SUPPORTED THEM.

o JOHN TENNIEL: THOUGH BRITISH, TENNIEL’S WORK IN PUNCH MAGAZINE INFLUENCED AMERICAN CARTOONISTS BY SHOWING
HOW SATIRICAL ART COULD CHALLENGE SOCIETAL NORMS.

THESE CARTOONS HELPED GALVANIZE PUBLIC OPINION AND PUT PRESSURE ON LAWMAKERS TO DISMANTLE DISCRIMINATORY LAWS
DURING RECONSTRUCTION.

UNDERSTANDING THE BLACk Cobes PoLiTicaL CARTOON IN MODERN
CONTEXT

ExAMINING BLACK CODES POLITICAL CARTOONS TODAY OFFERS VALUABLE INSIGHTS INTO HOW ART CAN INFLUENCE POLITICAL



AWARENESS AND SOCIAL CHANGE. THESE CARTOONS ARE MORE THAN HISTORICAL ARTIFACTS; THEY ARE LESSONS IN ADVOCACY
AND RESISTANCE.

LessonNs FROM THE PAST

THe BLack CODES POLITICAL CARTOONS REMIND US THAT VISUAL MEDIA CAN BE A POWERFUL WEAPON AGAINST INJUSTICE.
THEY TEACH US:

® THE IMPORTANCE OF SPEAKING TRUTH TO POWER: CARTOONISTS RISKED BACKLASH TO EXPOSE UNCOMFORTABLE
REALITIES.
¢ How SYMBOLISM CONVEYS COMPLEX IDEAS: SIMPLE IMAGES CAN EVOKE EMPATHY AND OUTRAGE EFFECTIVELY.

¢ THE ROLE OF PUBLIC OPINION IN SHAPING POLICY: MEDIA INFLUENCES HOW LAWS ARE VIEWED AND CHALLENGED.

THESE LESSONS REMAIN RELEVANT AS ARTISTS AND ACTIVISTS TODAY CONTINUE TO USE CARTOONS AND VISUAL
STORYTELLING TO ADDRESS SYSTEMIC RACISM AND INEQUALITY.

UsING PoLiTicaL CARTOONS AS EDUCATIONAL TooLs

TEACHERS AND HISTORIANS OFTEN USE BLACK CODES POLITICAL CARTOONS TO HELP STUDENTS VISUALIZE THE STRUGGLES OF
RECONSTRUCTION AND THE PERSISTENCE OF RACIAL DISCRIMINATION. BY ANALYZING THESE CARTOONS, LEARNERS CAN:

e UNDERSTAND THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF BLACK CODES AND RECONSTRUCTION POLICIES.

® EXPLORE THE POWER OF MEDIA IN SHAPING SOCIAL ATTITUDES.

e CRITICALLY ASSESS HOW ART AND POLITICS INTERSECT.

THIS APPROACH MAKES HISTORY MORE ENGAGING AND RELATABLE, ENCOURAGING CRITICAL THINKING ABOUT PAST AND PRESENT
INJUSTICES.

W/ HeRe To FIND BLAcCk Copes PoLiTicaL CARTOONS ToDAY

IF YOU WANT TO EXPLORE BLACK CODES POLITICAL CARTOONS FIRSTHAND, SEVERAL RESOURCES MAKE THESE HISTORIC IMAGES
ACCESSIBLE:

® DIGITAL ARCHIVES: WEBSITES LIKE THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS AND THE SMITHSONIAN OFFER EXTENSIVE COLLECTIONS
OF T9TH-CENTURY POLITICAL CARTOONS.
® HisToRY Books: MANY RECONSTRUCTION-ERA HISTORIES INCLUDE REPRODUCTIONS OF NOTABLE CARTOONS,

® MUSEUMS AND EXHIBITS: INSTITUTIONS FOCUSED ON AMERICAN HISTORY OR AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY SOMETIMES
SHOWCASE THESE CARTOONS.



EXPLORING THESE CARTOONS PROVIDES A DEEPER APPRECIATION OF HOW VISUAL CULTURE SHAPED AND REFLECTED POLITICAL
STRUGGLES DURING ONE OF AMERICA’S MOST TURBULENT ERAS.

THE STORY OF THE BLACK CODES POLITICAL CARTOON IS A VIVID EXAMPLE OF HOW ART CAN CHALLENGE OPPRESSION AND
INSPIRE CHANGE. BY DELVING INTO THESE POWERFUL IMAGES, WE NOT ONLY LEARN ABOUT THE INJUSTICES OF THE PAST BUT
ALSO GAIN TOOLS TO RECOGNIZE AND RESIST INEQUALITY TODAY. WHETHER YOU’RE A HISTORY BUFF, AN ART ENTHUSIAST, OR
SOMEONE PASSIONATE ABOUT SOCIAL JUSTICE, THESE CARTOONS OFFER A COMPELLING WINDOW INTO THE FIGHT FOR FREEDOM
AND EQUALITY.

FREQUENTLY ASkeD QUESTIONS

\WHAT ARE THE BLACk CODES DEPICTED IN POLITICAL CARTOONS?

BLack CODES WERE LAWS PASSED IN THE SOUTHERN UNITED STATES AFTER THE CIVIL W AR TO RESTRICT THE FREEDOM OF
AFRICAN AMERICANS AND ENSURE THEIR AVAILABILITY AS A CHEAP LABOR FORCE. POLITICAL CARTOONS OFTEN DEPICT THESE
LAWS AS OPPRESSIVE AND UNJUST.

How DO POLITICAL CARTOONS ILLUSTRATE THE IMPACT OF BLACk CODES ON AFRICAN
AMERICANS?

POLITICAL CARTOONS TYPICALLY ILLUSTRATE AFRICAN AMERICANS AS BEING TRAPPED OR OPPRESSED BY THE BLACK CODES,
HIGHLIGHTING THE RESTRICTIONS ON THEIR RIGHTS, SUCH AS VOTING, PROPERTY OWNERSHIP, AND MOVEMENT, EMPHASIZING THE
INJUSTICE AND DISCRIMINATION THEY FACED.

WHY WeRe BLACk CoDES A COMMON SUBJECT IN POST-CIVIL W AR POLITICAL
CARTOONS?

BLAack CODES WERE A CONTENTIOUS ISSUE DURING RECONSTRUCTION, SYMBOLIZING THE STRUGGLE FOR CIVIL RIGHTS AND
EQUALITY. POLITICAL CARTOONS USED THIS SUBJECT TO CRITICIZE SOUTHERN STATES' ATTEMPTS TO MAINTAIN WHITE
SUPREMACY AND TO ADVOCATE FOR FEDERAL INTERVENTION AND CIVIL RIGHTS PROTECTIONS.

WHAT SYMBOLISM IS COMMONLY USED IN POLITICAL CARTOONS ABOUT BLAck Copes?

COMMON SYMBOLS INCLUDE CHAINS, PRISON BARS, AND SHACKLES TO REPRESENT OPPRESSION; CARICATURES OF SOUTHERN
LAWMAKERS ENFORCING THE CODES; AND IMAGERY CONTRASTING FREEDOM AND BONDAGE TO EMPHASIZE THE DENIAL OF RIGHTS
TO AFRICAN AMERICANS.

How DID POLITICAL CARTOONS ABOUT BLAcCk CODES INFLUENCE PUBLIC OPINION
DURING RECONSTRUCTION?

THESE CARTOONS RAISED AW ARENESS ABOUT THE INJUSTICES OF BLACK CODES/ SWAYING PUBLIC OPINION IN THE NORTH TO
SUPPORT STRONGER RECONSTRUCTION POLICIES AND CIVIL RIGHTS LEGISLATION TO PROTECT FREED AFRICAN AMERICANS.

CAN YOU NAME A FAMOUS POLITICAL CARTOON THAT ADDRESSES BLAck CoDEs?

ONE NOTABLE CARTOON IS THOMAS NAST’S WORKS IN HARPER’S WEEKLY, WHICH OFTEN CRITICIZED BLACK CODES AND THE KU
KLuX KLAN, USING POWERFUL IMAGERY TO EXPOSE RACIAL INJUSTICE DURING RECONSTRUCTION.



\WHAT ROLE DID POLITICAL CARTOONS PLAY IN THE FIGHT AGAINST BLACk CODES?

POLITICAL CARTOONS SERVED AS A VISUAL FORM OF PROTEST AND EDUCATION, EXPOSING THE HARSH REALITIES OF BLack
CODES TO A BROAD AUDIENCE, THEREBY MOBILIZING SUPPORT FOR CIVIL RIGHTS AND FEDERAL ENFORCEMENT OF EQUALITY LAWS.

How DO MODERN INTERPRETATIONS VIEW POLITICAL CARTOONS ABOUT BLACK CoDES?

MODERN INTERPRETATIONS RECOGNIZE THESE CARTOONS AS IMPORTANT HISTORICAL DOCUMENTS THAT REVEAL CONTEMPORARY
ATTITUDES TOWARD RACE AND POLITICS, AS WELL AS TOOLS THAT HELPED SHAPE THE DISCOURSE ON CIVIL RIGHTS AND
SOCIAL JUSTICE DURING RECONSTRUCTION.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

BLack Cobes PoLiTicaL CarTooN: A VisuaL CoMMENTARY ON PosT-CiviL W AR RACIAL LEGISLATION

BLACK CODES POLITICAL CARTOON SERVE AS POWERFUL HISTORICAL ARTIFACTS THAT ENCAPSULATE THE RACIAL TENSIONS
AND LEGISLATIVE RESPONSES FOLLOWING THE AMERICAN CIVIL W/ AR. THESE CARTOONS PROVIDE A NUANCED, OFTEN STARKLY
CRITICAL LENS THROUGH WHICH TO EXAMINE THE BLACK CODES—LAWS ENACTED PRIMARILY IN SOUTHERN STATES AIMED AT
RESTRICTING THE NEWFOUND FREEDOMS OF FORMERLY ENSLAVED AFRICAN AMERICANS. BY ANALYZING THESE POLITICAL
CARTOONS, HISTORIANS, SCHOLARS, AND POLITICAL COMMENTATORS GAIN INSIGHT INTO CONTEMPORARY PUBLIC SENTIMENT,
RESISTANCE, AND THE BROADER SOCIO-POLITICAL LANDSCAPE OF RECONSTRUCTION-ERA AMERICA.

UNDERSTANDING BLACk Cobes THROUGH PoLITicAL CARTOONS

POLITICAL CARTOONS HAVE LONG BEEN AN INFLUENTIAL MEDIUM FOR SOCIAL AND POLITICAL CRITIQUE. IN THE CONTEXT OF THE
BLAack CODES, THESE CARTOONS VISUALLY CONVEYED THE INJUSTICES, CONTRADICTIONS, AND HYPOCRISIES EMBEDDED WITHIN
POST-EMANCIPATION LAWS. THE BLACK CODES WERE DESIGNED TO CONTROL LABOR, MOBILITY, AND CIVIL RIGHTS OF AFRICAN
AMERICANS, EFFECTIVELY CONTINUING RACIAL SUBJUGATION UNDER A DIFFERENT GUISE. POLITICAL CARTOONS FROM THIS ERA
OFTEN DEPICTED THESE LAWS AS OPPRESSIVE CHAINS, LEGAL SHACKLES, OR SYMBOLIC CAGES.

THE IMAGERY USED IN BLACK CODES POLITICAL CARTOONS TYPICALLY INVOLVED PERSONIFICATIONS OF AFRICAN AMERICANS,
LAWMAKERS, AND SYMBOLIC REPRESENTATIONS OF FREEDOM——SUCH AS BROKEN SHACKLES OR BARRED GATES. THESE CARTOONS
WERE NOT MERELY ARTISTIC EXPRESSIONS BUT SERVED AS POTENT TOOLS FOR POLITICAL MESSAGING, MOBILIZING PUBLIC
OPINION AGAINST OR, IN SOME CASES, SUPPORTING THE RACIAL STATUS QUO.

THe HisTorICAL CoNTEXT oF BLAck CoDES

FoLLowING THE CIvIL \X/AR, SOUTHERN STATES FACED ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL UPHEAVAL. THE EMANCIPATION OF ENSLAVED
PEOPLE DISRUPTED THE LABOR SYSTEM THAT HAD SUSTAINED THE SOUTHERN ECONOMY. IN RESPONSE, MANY STATES PASSED

BLack CODES—LAWS THAT LIMITED AFRICAN AMERICANS® ABILITY TO OWN PROPERTY, CONDUCT BUSINESS, BUY AND LEASE
LAND, AND MOVE FREELY. THE INTENT WAS TO MAINTAIN A LABOR FORCE UNDER WHITE CONTROL AND TO SUPPRESS AFRICAN
AMERICAN POLITICAL POWER.

BLACK CODES POLITICAL CARTOONS FROM NORTHERN AND ABOLITIONIST PERSPECTIVES OFTEN HIGHLIGHTED THE INHERENT
CRUELTY OF THESE LAWS AND THE FAILURE OF RECONSTRUCTION POLICIES TO GUARANTEE TRUE FREEDOM AND EQUALITY.
CONVERSELY/ SOME SOUTHERN PUBLICATIONS USED CARTOONS TO JUSTIFY THESE CODES AS NECESSARY FOR MAINTAINING
ORDER, EXPOSING THE STARK REGIONAL DIVIDES IN INTERPRETING AFRICAN AMERICAN RIGHTS.



Key THEMES AND VISUAL ELEMENTS IN BLack Cobes PoLiTicaL CARTOONS

ANALYZING THE VISUAL RHETORIC OF BLACK CODES POLITICAL CARTOONS REVEALS RECURRING THEMES AND STYLISTIC
FEATURES THAT ILLUMINATE THE ERA’S POLITICAL CLIMATE.

SYMBOLISM AND PERSONIFICATION

ONE COMMON TECHNIQUE WAS THE USE OF SYMBOLISM, SUCH AS CHAINS, CAGES, OR PRISON BARS, REPRESENTING THE
RESTRICTIVE NATURE OF BLACK CODES. AFRICAN AMERICANS WERE OFTEN PERSONIFIED AS SHACKLED FIGURES—SOMETIMES
DEPICTED WITH EXAGGERATED FEATURES REFLECTING THE RACIAL CARICATURES PREVALENT IN 1QTH-CENTURY MEDIA. THIS
DUALITY BOTH REFLECTED AND REINFORCED CONTEMPORARY STEREOTYPES BUT ALSO UNDERSCORED THE DEHUMANIZING EFFECTS
OF LEGISLATION.

L AWMAKERS AND JUDGES ENFORCING BLACK CODES WERE FREQUENTLY DRAWN AS SHADOWY FIGURES WIELDING OVERSIZED
GAVELS OR SCROLLS OF OPPRESSIVE LAWS, EMPHASIZING THEIR ROLE AS ENFORCERS OF RACIAL SUBJUGATION. THE CONTRAST
BETWEEN SYMBOLS OF FREEDOM (BIRDS, OPEN GATES) AND IMPRISONMENT (CHAINS, \X/ALLS) WAS A VISUAL METAPHOR THAT
AUDIENCES COULD READILY GRASP.

SATIRE AND CRITICISM

POLITICAL CARTOONS OF THIS ERA EMPLOYED SATIRE TO CRITIQUE THE HYPOCRISY OF SOUTHERN LAWMAKERS WHO
PROCLAIMED LOYALTY TO THE UNION WHILE SIMULTANEOUSLY ENACTING LAWS THAT PERPETUATED SLAVERY’S SOCIAL
DYNAMICS. THE CARTOONS OFTEN HIGHLIGHTED THE CONTRADICTION BETWEEN THE RHETORIC OF FREEDOM AND THE REALITY OF
OPPRESSION, USING IRONY AND EXAGGERATION TO DRAW ATTENTION TO INJUSTICES.

FOR EXAMPLE, A NOTABLE CARTOON MIGHT DEPICT A SOUTHERN LEGISLATOR HOLDING A “FREEDOM” DOCUMENT WHILE
SIMULTANEOUSLY PLACING SHACKLES ON AN AFRICAN AMERICAN FIGURE. SUCH IMAGERY ENCAPSULATED THE DUPLICITOUS
NATURE OF BLACk CODES AND CHALLENGED VIEWERS TO QUESTION THE LEGITIMACY OF THESE LAWS.

THe IMPACT AND LEGACY oF BLack Cobes PoLiTicaL CARTOONS

POLITICAL CARTOONS ADDRESSING THE BLACK CODES PLAYED AN INFLUENTIAL ROLE IN SHAPING PUBLIC DISCOURSE DURING
RECONSTRUCTION. THEY FUNCTIONED AS ACCESSIBLE CRITIQUES THAT TRANSCENDED LITERACY BARRIERS, ALLOWING A
BROADER AUDIENCE TO ENGAGE WITH COMPLEX POLITICAL ISSUES. THEIR IMPACT EXTENDED INTO CONTEMPORARY DISCUSSIONS
ON CIVIL RIGHTS AND LEGAL EQUALITY, SETTING A PRECEDENT FOR VISUAL POLITICAL COMMENTARY.

CoMPARATIVE ANALYSIS WITH OTHER PoLITICAL CARTOONS OF THE ERA

\/HEN COMPARED WITH OTHER POLITICAL CARTOONS FROM THE RECONSTRUCTION PERIOD, THOSE FOCUSING ON BLack Cobes
STAND OUT FOR THEIR DIRECT ENGAGEMENT WITH RACIAL JUSTICE. W/HILE MANY CARTOONS ADDRESSED POLITICAL CORRUPTION
ECONOMIC CHALLENGES, OR PARTISAN CONFLICTS, BLACK CODES POLITICAL CARTOONS UNIQUELY FOREGROUNDED THE LIVED
EXPERIENCES OF AFRICAN AMERICANS UNDER DISCRIMINATORY LAWS.

’

THIS FOCUS CONTRASTS WITH CARTOONS OF THE SAME ERA THAT DEPICTED AFRICAN AMERICANS IN PATERNALISTIC OR
DISMISSIVE WAYS, UNDERSCORING HOW BLACK CODES POLITICAL CARTOONS COULD SIMULTANEOUSLY CHALLENGE AND REFLECT
SOCIETAL BIASES. THEIR ABILITY TO PROVOKE DEBATE, SYMPATHY, OR ANGER HIGHLIGHTS THE COMPLEXITY OF VISUAL
POLITICAL RHETORIC IN A RACIALLY DIVIDED NATION.



MODERN RELEVANCE AND INTERPRETATIONS

TODAY/ BLACK CODES POLITICAL CARTOONS ARE VALUABLE EDUCATIONAL TOOLS IN UNDERSTANDING THE HISTORICAL ROOTS
OF SYSTEMIC RACISM AND LEGAL DISCRIMINATION IN THE UNITED STATES. THEY PROVIDE VISUAL DOCUMENTATION OF EARLY
RESISTANCE TO RACIAL OPPRESSION AND SERVE AS REMINDERS OF HOW LAWS CAN BE WEAPONIZED TO UNDERMINE CIVIL RIGHTS.

IN ACADEMIC SETTINGS, THESE CARTOONS ARE ANALYZED ALONGSIDE LEGISLATIVE TEXTS, SPEECHES, AND PERSONAL
NARRATIVES TO PROVIDE A MULTIFACETED VIEW OF RECONSTRUCTION AND ITS FAILURES. MOEEOVER, CONTEMPORARY

POLITICAL CARTOONISTS AND ARTISTS SOMETIMES DRAW INSPIRATION FROM THESE HISTORICAL WORKS TO COMMENT ON
ONGOING ISSUES OF RACIAL JUSTICE, POLICING, AND VOTING RIGHTS.

Key CHARACTERISTICS oF BLAck CopEes PoLiTicaAL CARTOONS

® EMPHASIS ON LEGAL OPPRESSION: DEPICTING BLACK CODES AS TOOLS OF LEGAL CONTROL AND RACIAL SUBJUGATION.
o Use oF STRONG SYMBOLISM: CHAINS, SHACKLES, CAGES, AND BROKEN PROMISES ARE COMMON MOTIFS.

o CONTRAST BETWEEN FREEDOM AND RESTRICTION: VISUAL JUXTAPOSITIONS HIGHLIGHT THE GAP BETWEEN EMANCIPATION
AND ACTUAL LIBERTY.

o SATIRICAL TONE: EMPLOYING IRONY TO EXPOSE CONTRADICTIONS AND HYPOCRISY.

® PERSONIFICATION: AFRICAN AMERICANS AND LAWMAKERS ARE OFTEN ANTHROPOMORPHIZED TO CONVEY EMOTIONAL AND
POLITICAL MESSAGES.

CHALLENGES IN INTERPRETING BLAck CobEes PoLiTicaL CARTOONS

INTERPRETING THESE CARTOONS REQUIRES CAREFUL CONSIDERATION OF THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT, ARTISTIC CONVENTIONS, AND
RACIAL ATTITUDES OF THE 19TH CENTURY. SOME IMAGERY INCLUDES OFFENSIVE RACIAL STEREOTYPES THAT WERE NORMATIVE
AT THE TIME BUT ARE INAPPROPRIATE BY MODERN STANDARDS. RECOGNIZING THIS HELPS FRAME THE CARTOONS AS PRODUCTS OF
THEIR ERA WHILE STILL APPRECIATING THEIR CRITICAL FUNCTION.

FURTHERMORE, THE INTENT OF THE CARTOONIST AND THE TARGET AUDIENCE INFLUENCE INTERPRETATION. NORTHERN
ABOLITIONIST CARTOONS MIGHT EMPHASIZE CONDEMNATION, WHEREAS SOUTHERN PUBLICATIONS COULD REFLECT JUSTIFICATION
OR DENIAL OF THE OPPRESSIVE NATURE OF BLACK CODES.

BLACK CODES POLITICAL CARTOONS THUS REPRESENT A COMPLEX INTERSECTION OF ART, POLITICS, AND RACE RELATIONS—A

VISUAL ARCHIVE THAT CONTINUES TO INFORM OUR UNDERSTANDING OF AMERICA’S DIFFICULT JOURNEY TOWARD RACIAL
EQUALITY.
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