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Racism in Early 20th Century Cartoons 

 The Era of Reconstruction began in the South following President Lincoln’s 

Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 and lasted until 1877. During this time, racial tensions 

increased as many white Southerners felt that their way of life was being threatened by the new 

freedoms granted to millions of former slaves by the Proclamation. In response, many racial 

stereotypes were developed, ranging from something as seemingly harmless as watermelons to 

the practice of blackface. The harmful racial stereotypes that were spread during this time 

perpetuated into the early 20th century, and eventually found a medium for belittling African 

Americans in the form of cartoons.  
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Source: Universal Pictures/Walter Lantz Productions, “Scrub Me Mama with a Boogie 
Beat” 1941 

 This image, pulled from a cartoon produced in 1941, depicts a stereotypically-drawn 

African American man consuming watermelon. While the consumption of a delicious fruit may 

seem innocent, watermelon’s ties to the racist Reconstruction Era South are deep. Following 

emancipation, watermelon was often grown by free African Americans for profit and for food, as 



it was acclimated to the South’s climate. Southern whites, threatened by their new opportunities, 

made the watermelon a symbol of uncleanliness, laziness, childishness, and unreadiness for 

freedom. The stigma of “unreadiness for freedom” spawned from accusations made by 

Democrats in the 1880 election towards the South Carolina state legislature, which was mainly 

composed of African Americans, that they were wasting taxpayers’ money on watermelons.  

!  

Source: Van Beuren Studios, “Tom and Jerry in ‘Plane Dumb’” 1932 

 Tom and Jerry, characters featured in a series of cartoons produced by Van Beuren 

Studios from 1931 to 1933, embark on a plane ride to Africa in this particular episode. While on 

the plane, Tom produces a bucket of paint from his seat and proceeds to cover his face in black 

paint and exaggerate his lips, Jerry following suit, in order to “blend in” in Africa. The act of a 

white person using makeup to imitate an African American is referred to as blackface, and has 

roots in mid-eighteenth century American minstrel shows. During these minstrel shows, 

entertainers would don blackface and portray African Americans as ludicrous or inept through 

the use of heavy dialects, exaggerated makeup, and erratic behavior. Minstrel acts would often 



involve skits and slapstick that took place on plantations and depicted free African Americans as 

content and yearning for the days of slavery, a sentiment that is echoed in songs like “Dixie” and 

“Old Folks at Home (Swanee River).” The idea of a person who was formerly enslaved wishing 

to be enslaved once more is ludicrous in it of itself, but it was able to entertain and give white 

people a sense of superiority 

 !  

Source: Van Beuren Studios, “Tom and Jerry in ‘Plane Dumb’” 1932 

 In this frame of the Van Beuren Studios cartoon featuring Tom and Jerry, the duo, now 

having crash landed in Africa, are attacked by the native people. They are portrayed as 

uncivilized savages, as evidenced by their rudimentary weapons and their barbaric actions, which 

is a grossly inaccurate depiction of African people. The depiction of African Americans as 

savages was a prevalent form of slander in Reconstruction Era racist propaganda, and it is clear 

that this idea was propagated by Van Beuren Studios in 1932. 
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Source: Dorr Eldred Wood, “Become a Cartoonist” 1908 

 This advertisement, placed in a 1908 newspaper by the The ACME School of Drawing, 

describes available positions for “artists-not mere copyists,” at ACME with the potential to 

“easily earn $20 to $200 a week.” Drawn in the top left corner is a stereotypical African 

American man, with the exaggerated lips coined by blackface. It is evident by the inclusion of 

this drawing that the duties of an ACME artist would most likely involve drawing racist portrayal 

of African Americans similar to this one, and that they would be paid a substantial amount to 

perpetuate these stereotypes; an economic motive. The last line, “write today and learn your 

natural tendencies,” if read with a critical lense, is especially haunting, as it could have a double 

meaning of both drawing capabilities and the inclination to be racist at the time of publication.  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Source: Universal Pictures/Walter Lantz Productions, “Scrub Me Mama with a Boogie 
Beat” 1941 

 Another image, pulled from the same cartoon “Scrub Me Mama with a Boogie Beat”, 

depicts an African American man reclining lazily (hence the town’s name, “Lazy Town”) in a 

rocking chair, picking cotton and placing it in a large woven basket. He is drawn with 

stereotypical exaggerated lips, tattered clothing, and bare feet, insinuating that African 

Americans are generally lazy and shabbily-clothed. The picking of cotton harkens back to the 

time of slave plantations, where African American slaves were forced to work long hours in 

brutal conditions, picking cotton and working cotton gins to turn that cotton into textiles. They 

were often subjected to severe emotional and physical abuse by slave masters. Thus, the artist 

implies that an African American’s purpose is to do slave work, even in a time post-

emancipation. 



 Roughly three-quarters of a century past the time when the Reconstruction Era began, it 

is evident that the harmful racial stereotypes that were imposed on African Americans during that 

time were not confined to that time period. Those who felt threatened by emancipation made it 

their goal to belittle African Americans’ newfound freedom, and their actions, whether they 

anticipated it at the time or not, were able to reach a new generation through racist cartoons in 

the early twentieth century. It becomes apparent here that we as a society need to reconsider the 

kind of offensive media we are putting in popular media. 
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