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The spoils system, a term that originated in the early 19th century, refers to the practice of giving
government jobs to political supporters and friends after a victory in elections. This approach became
especially prominent during Andrew Jackson's presidency, where it was famously summarized as "to the
victor belong the spoils.” Political cartoons from this era serve as a powerful medium to critique, satirize,
and illuminate the implications of this practice. This article delves into the spoils system, exploring its
historical context, the role of political cartoons in shaping public perception, notable examples, and the

lasting impact of these artistic expressions on American political discourse.



Historical Context of the Spoils System

The spoils system emerged in the United States during the 19th century, particularly under President
Andrew Jackson's administration (1829-1837). Jackson believed in a more democratic approach to

governance, arguing that government positions should not be reserved for an elite class.

Key Features of the Spoils System

The spoils system was characterized by several key features:

1. Political Loyalty: Positions were awarded based on loyalty to the winning party rather than merit or
qualifications.

2. Job Security: Winning parties would often dismiss existing employees from previous administrations,
replacing them with their supporters.

3. Manipulation of Public Service: The system led to a lack of professionalism and expertise in government
positions, as many appointees were unqualified for their roles.

4. Corruption and Abuse of Power: The practice often resulted in corruption, as appointments could be

influenced by bribery and favoritism.

The Rise of Political Cartoons

Political cartoons gained popularity as a medium for satire and commentary in the 19th century. Artists
used humor and caricature to critique political figures, events, and trends. The rapid development of
printing technology and increased literacy rates helped cartoons reach a broader audience, making them a

significant force in shaping public opinion.

Political Cartoons and the Spoils System

Political cartoons played a crucial role in highlighting the flaws of the spoils system. Artists often depicted
the absurdities of appointing unqualified individuals to government positions, emphasizing the negative

consequences of this practice.

Key Themes in Spoils System Cartoons

1. Corruption: Many cartoons portrayed the spoils system as a breeding ground for corruption, showcasing



how political loyalty could lead to misconduct and unethical behavior.

2. Inefficiency: Artists often illustrated the inefficiency that resulted from appointing unqualified
individuals, highlighting the incompetence of those in power.

3. Public Outrage: Cartoons captured the growing discontent among the public regarding the spoils system,

using satire to convey the message that this practice undermined the principles of democracy.

Notable Political Cartoonists

Several prominent cartoonists emerged during the era of the spoils system, each leaving their mark on

American political commentary:

- Thomas Nast: Often hailed as the father of American political cartooning, Nast's work targeted corruption
and political malpractice in various forms, including the spoils system.

- Joseph Keppler: Known for his humor and biting satire, Keppler's cartoons often depicted the absurdities
of political appointments and the culture of favoritism.

- Frank G. Carpentier: Carpentier's illustrations were known for their sharp wit, often highlighting the

incompetence of government officials appointed through the spoils system.

Analysis of Notable Spoils System Cartoons

Several iconic cartoons from the era vividly illustrate the issues surrounding the spoils system. Here, we

analyze a few notable examples:

"The Political Game" by Thomas Nast

In this cartoon, Nast depicts politicians playing a game of chance with government positions as the stakes.
The imagery emphasizes the randomness and arbitrariness of appointments, underscoring the message that

political loyalty, rather than merit, determined who received government jobs.

- Imagery: The use of dice and cards symbolizes the gambling nature of the spoils system.
- Message: Nast critiques the idea that governance should be treated like a game, where only those in the

winning party benefit.

"The Spoils of Office" by Joseph Keppler

Keppler's cartoon portrays a large, grotesque figure representing the spoils system, with various



government officials hanging onto it like parasites. This imagery underscores the idea that the spoils system

feeds off the public's trust and resources.

- Imagery: The figure's exaggerated size symbolizes the overwhelming nature of the spoils system.
- Message: The cartoon conveys the idea that the spoils system is not only harmful to the government but

also detrimental to society at large.

"A New Way to Get Rich" by Frank G. Carpentier

Carpentier's cartoon portrays a government office as a marketplace where politicians are selling positions to
the highest bidder. This striking imagery illustrates the commodification of political appointments,

emphasizing the corruption inherent in the spoils system.

- Imagery: The market setting highlights the transactional nature of political appointments.
- Message: Carpentier critiques the idea that public service can be treated as a business transaction, further

emphasizing the flaws of the spoils system.

The Impact of Political Cartoons on Public Perception

Political cartoons played a significant role in shaping public perception of the spoils system. By using humor
and satire, cartoonists were able to engage the public in a dialogue about the implications of political

corruption and the need for reform.

Public Awareness and Activism

The widespread distribution of political cartoons helped raise awareness about the issues associated with the
spoils system. Many citizens began to recognize the dangers posed by unqualified individuals in

government roles.

- Increased Scrutiny: As public awareness grew, citizens began to scrutinize political appointments more
closely.

- Call for Reform: The outrage generated by these cartoons contributed to the push for civil service reform,
ultimately leading to the Pendleton Act of 1883, which established merit-based hiring for certain

government positions.



Legacy of Political Cartoons

The legacy of political cartoons from the era of the spoils system continues to resonate in modern politics.
Their ability to convey complex ideas through simple imagery remains an effective tool for political

commentary.

- Influence on Modern Cartoonists: Contemporary political cartoonists draw on the techniques and styles
developed during the 19th century, continuing the tradition of using satire to critique government
practices.

- Ongoing Relevance: Issues of political favoritism and corruption persist, making the themes explored in

these cartoons relevant to contemporary political discourse.

Conclusion

The spoils system represented a significant chapter in American political history, characterized by
corruption, inefficiency, and a departure from democratic principles. Political cartoons from this era served
as powerful instruments of critique, effectively communicating the dangers of this practice to the public.
Through humor and sharp imagery, cartoonists like Thomas Nast, Joseph Keppler, and Frank G. Carpentier
brought awareness to the flaws of the spoils system, ultimately contributing to calls for reform. Today, the
legacy of these cartoons endures, reminding us of the importance of accountability and integrity in

government as we continue to grapple with similar issues in contemporary politics.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the spoils system in American politics?

The spoils system is a practice in which a political party rewards its supporters with government jobs and

appointments after winning an election.

How did political cartoons influence public perception of the spoils
system?

Political cartoons served as a powerful medium to critique and satirize the spoils system, often highlighting

corruption and nepotism associated with patronage.

What are common themes depicted in political cartoons about the spoils



system?

Common themes include the depiction of politicians as greedy, the portrayal of unqualified appointees, and

the critique of the negative impact on governance and public service.

‘Who were some notable political cartoonists that addressed the spoils
system?

Notable cartoonists include Thomas Nast, who famously used his art to criticize the corruption of the spoils

system during the Gilded Age.

‘What was the public reaction to political cartoons critiquing the spoils
system?

Many members of the public resonated with the critiques, leading to increased calls for reform and

eventually the introduction of the Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act in 1883.

How did the spoils system contribute to the rise of political corruption?

The spoils system contributed to political corruption by prioritizing loyalty over merit, leading to

unqualified individuals in positions of power and fostering a culture of patronage.

What role did the spoils system play in the 19th-century political
landscape?

In the 19th century, the spoils system was integral to party politics, enabling leaders to consolidate power

and maintain loyalty, but also leading to widespread public discontent.

How did the spoils system eventually lead to civil service reforms?

The rampant abuses and inefficiencies of the spoils system prompted reformers to advocate for a merit-based

civil service, resulting in legislative changes aimed at professionalizing government positions.
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Shannon Kane. The crazy and comical Mabel Simmons, otherwise known as Madea, tries to wrangle
her fighting family together for a family dinner regarding the health of her niece Shirley.

Madea's Big Happy Family (film) - Wikipedia

Madea's Big Happy Family is a 2011 American comedy-drama film based on Tyler Perry 's 2010 play
of the same name. It is the 11th film in the Tyler Perry film franchise and the sixth in the Madea
cinematic universe.

Madea's Big Happy Family streaming: watch online - JustWatch
How and where to watch "Madea's Big Happy Family" online on Netflix and Prime Video - including
free options.

Madea's Big Ha Family (Video 2010) - IMDb

Madea's Big Happy Family: Directed by Tyler Perry. With Tyler Perry, Cassi Davis, Chandra
Currelley-Young, Cheryl Pepsii Riley. Shirley has important news for her family, but she has five
grown children with different lifestyles and finds it difficult to get them and the kids all together.

Madea Family Tree From All 13 Movies Explained - Screen Rant
Jul 14, 2025 - Over the course of 13 movies, audiences have met the complicated family of Tyler
Perry’s Madea. This is how each family member is related.

Madea's Big Happy Family - Full Movie (2011) - YouTube
Madea's Big Happy Family - Full Movie (2011) Shelton Rhaburn Jr 16.2K subscribers Subscribe

Madea's Family Tree With Pictures - Tyler Perry Franchise ...
Jul 16, 2025 - Tyler Perry's Madea franchise is anchored by a complex and sometimes outlandish

family tree, with a new relative introduced in every project.

Watch Tyler Perry's Madea's Big Happy Family | Prime Video

Madea, everyone's favorite wise-cracking, take-no-prisoners grandma, jumps into action when her
niece, Shirley, receives distressing news about her health. It's up to Madea to rally the family with
tough love and laughter.

Tyler Perry's Madea's Big Happy Family - The Play - YouTube
So in steps Madea, the Matriarch General, to put the family life in perspective with a hilarious twist

on financial difficulties, drugs, and most import...more

Madea's Big Ha Family: The Ultimate Collection (Movie & Pla
Dive into the hilarious world of Tyler Perrys Madeas Big Happy Family with this comprehensive
playlist! Weve gathered the best of both worlds - the full-leng...

University of Cambridge
The University of Cambridge is one of the world’s leading universities, with a rich history of radical
thinking dating back ...

Cambridge Dictionary | English Dictionary, Translations & Thes...
Free word lists and quizzes to create, download and share! The most popular dictionary and
thesaurus for learners ...

Things to See & Do - Visit Cambridge
There’s something for everyone when it comes to entertainment in Cambridge. You can go punting



on the River Cam, ...

Cambridge - Wikipedia
Cambridge (/ 'kermbrid3 / ] KAYM-brij) [5] is a city and non-metropolitan district in the county of
Cambridgeshire, ...

THE 10 BEST Things to Do in Cambridge (2025) - Tripadvisor

Things to Do in Cambridge, England: See Tripadvisor's 245,317 traveller reviews and photos of
Cambridge tourist ...

Explore the intriguing world of the spoils system through our insightful political cartoon. Discover
how it shaped American politics. Learn more today!
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