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SAMPLE RESPONSE

After Reconstruction, America entered a period coined by Mark Twain as the “Gilded Age”. The term was a satirical reference
to the serious social and political issues that were masked by a thin gold covering. Increasingly, news sources became a catalyst
of change for social and political reform. Racism, political corruption and exploitation of the working class were among the
problems that political cartoonist Thomas Nast exposed in the popular magazine, “Harper’'s Weekly”. Throughout the Gilded
Age, Thomas Nast left a long-lasting legacy as a master of the art of political cartoons, all the while exposing racism, political
corruption and labor issues that ultimately encouraged the public to remain committed to American ideals. Many historians
have analyzed Nast's legacy as a cartoonist. Albert Boime’s wrote that Nast “wielded more influence than any other artist” of
his time, and credited him for permanently cementing various graphic metaphors as recognizable images including the money
and the political party symbols; the donkey and elephant. Fiona Halloran who wrote, “Thomas Nast The Father of American
Political Cartoons” clearly shared the belief that Nast was an important cartoonist. In this excerpt Fiona explains that Nast's
German heritage led to his desire to promote and protect American freedoms and opportunities.

During the Gilded Age, racism towards blacks and Chinese was prevalent and an issue that Nast exposed through his cartoons.
The cartoon, “The Union as it was” shows an African American family cowering to the White League and the KKK. Racist
organizations used intimidation, lynching, Black Codes and Jim Crow Laws to keep African Americans in a subordinate status.
Nast suggested in his caption that blacks were suffering more after the Civil War than they were under slavery. This cartoon
raised awareness among the readers of the conditions in the South. Nast's ability to put the context of race relations into
cartoon form gave readers a picture of the discrimination taking place in the South. Another oppressed group that Nast
defended in his cartoons were the Chinese. The cartoon, “The Chinese Question” shows Columbia (the protector of American
ideals) shielding a Chinese man from an angry mob. The purpose of this cartoon was to show the racist attitudes held against
the Chinese as shown by the bigoted beliefs written on the wall behind Columbia. However, in “The World of Thomas Nast”
Morton Keller explores both who Nast worked to protect and why he didn’t extend sympathy to the Irish and Catholics who he
believed perpetuated racism. Nast's work with immigration was increasingly influential but also subject to his own personal
beliefs. This works to reflect both his growing impression on society but also the political context of the time period.
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Inaddition to extending awareness of the plights of minorities, Nast also exposed political corruption. Nast raised awareness
of the political corruption associated with Boss Tweed and Tammany Hall in New York City. Tweed notoriously used the
Democratic Party’s Tammany Hall to recruit new immigrants trading jobs for loyal voters . Tweed's influence came to a halt
after he was jailed for embezzlement. Nast is credited for helping to destroy Tweed. This was the height of Nast's influence in
America and his work as a cartoonist held more weight because it reflected the need to express important events in a new way.
Immigrants during this period were largely illiterate and the only way they could understand the Tweed Ring was through
Nast's cartoons. The work of Nast's cartoons actually created an effective political change that resulted in Tweed's power and
influence being depleted and immigrants better understanding the role political machines played in their communities.

Although Tweed may be aptly named the “father of political cartoons” the art began to be influential much earlier. Political
cartoons played an important role in promoting causes from the earliest pictorial representation of colonial union drawn by
Benjamin Franklin titled “Join or Die” to various artists illustrating Jefferson, Jackson and others. These cartoons brought
awareness to the public through a subtle and satirical approach. No doubt the cartoons gained attention through their visual
nature and simulated conversation in the public arena. Nast’s contributions exceeded the influence of most cartoonists
because he used his art to expose racism and corruption, promote American ideals and developed a legacy of symbols for
future cartoonists.




