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Introduction 
ragmatics is a shift from strict grammatical 

rules to a situational language use. It is a 

linguistic theory that studies meaning from 

the perspectives of language users, communication 

code and socio-cultural conventions. Hence, Mey 

(2007) asserts that “Pragmatics Studies the use of 

language in human communication as determined by 

the conditions of society”. Cartoons are “Comic 

strips”. They create humour by portraying 

“observable characters in a society” (Bitner, 2003).  

Cartoons serve as a medium through which people 

are informed, educated and entertained by 

presenting societal happenings in hilarious manner. 

They are found in Newspapers, magazines and 

newsletters. Newspaper is a field of journalism made 

up of unbound printed publications with information 

about current issues, disseminated daily or weekly. It 

is considered a very important means of 

communication in a society. 
Newspaper is a field of journalism made up of unbound 

printed publications with information about current 
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ABSTRACT 
The study is a 

pragmatic study 

of selected online 

editorial cartoons 

in Nigerian online 

newspapers. 

Editorial cartoons 

have a long 

standing 

tradition of 

merging social 

satire with 

political 

commentary in 

the society. It has 

in several 

situations been 

the most direct 

medium for 

criticizing 

maladministratio

n in government 

or individuals. 

The aim of this  
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issues, disseminated daily or weekly. It is considered a very important means 

of communication in a society. Communication is the act of transmitting 

information between two or more people Jack (2015) states that “the purpose 

of any communication is to share meaning, experience or emotion between 

speakers and hearers or senders and receivers, and this is done through the 

use of language as the main aim of language is to communicate.” Newspapers 

can communicate to the general public through editorials, columns, 

advertisements, etc as well as cartoons. The Encyclopedia Britannica (Macro-

Paedia, vol.3), cited in Onakpa (2014) sees cartoon as “a pictorial parody or 

imitation, which by the devices of caricatures, analogy as well as ludicrous 

juxtaposition, sharpens the public view of a contemporary or topical issue, 

event, political or social trend.” 

Cartoons are eminent features for any newspaper, just as Lawate (2012) 

observes that “cartoons for any Newspaper are indispensable: they engage the 

study is to identify the pragmatic features and functions of cartoons featured 

in selected online newspapers in Nigeria. This study made use of pragmatic 

theories or features such as speech acts, intention and inference and context 

as well as pragmatic elements such as presupposition and world knowledge 

to analyze the cartoons. 15 editorial cartoons were selected from selected 

online editions of Nigerian newspapers like the sunnewsonline, 

vanguardnewsngr, punch news and guardianng. The theoretical framework 

for this research is Mey’s Pragmatic Act Theory. For this study, the qualitative 

research methodology has been used. The descriptive survey method was 

employed for the analysis of data. The data for the study comprises fifteen 

cartoon strips sourced from randomly selected Nigerian online newspapers. 

The data is analyzed using pragmatic act theory. The elements explored are 

locution, illocution, and perlocution (speech acts). Implicature, 

presupposition, inference, and reference. The study revealed that assertives 

and directives are the most commonly used speech acts in most Nigerian 

online cartoons. 

 

Keywords: locution, illocution. Presupposition, implicature, inference. 
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audience, helps them understand and interpret political, social, and economic 

scenes in a country.” He goes on to say that cartoons are inspired by the 

situation cartoonist find themselves. Cartoon certainly ranks among the oldest 

core content of mass media communication. It is obvious; however, that this 

vital content of mass media has received minimal research attention and or 

critical analysis in professional journals, series, books etc. this oversight is 

actually what has sparked off the desire for this study. Cartoon (Italian word, 

‘cartone’ meaning paper) was originally a sketch for a large canvas or fresco 

painting for architectural drawings, for tapestry design or for pictures in mosaic 

or glass (Lynch, 1972). Cartoon acquired its present meaning in 1843 when a 

great exhibition was organized by Prince Albert (Queen Victoria’s consort) to 

get designs for the walls of the new House of Parliament. Many of the entries, 

though lofty in intention, were ridiculous. 

In Nigeria, earlier editions of newspapers did not consider cartoons but over 
the years they have become prominent features in Nigerian newspapers and 
magazines most especially in the online versions of the papers. Cartoons are 
comic ways of reflecting the society, if probably, portrayed in a serious manner 
may warrant court action and perhaps running into a loss of money for the 
newspaper. It is capable of communicating with or without caption. It is also 
regarded as a safe means of communication because it guarantees the 
cartoonist freedom of expression. 
Agberia (2001) argued that “cartoon is one of the most effective and safest 
instruments for interfering with the policies of government, especially in a 
situation where the press is not given its due freedom. This work is therefore, 
borne out of a desire to study the workings of pragmatics (including non-verbal 
language) in selected online Editorial cartoons  from editions of Nigerian 
Newspapers so as to discover how utterances used in these cartoons reflect 
Nigerian socio-political realities. Cartoons have become powerful tools 
through which the society is enlightened on the workings of government and 
the happenings in the society. With the prevailing socio economic and political 
problems be deviling the country and its citizens, cartoon offer a critical 
commentary on what is happening and how it affects the citizens. 
 

The Problem 

Editorial cartoons have a long standing tradition of merging social satire with 

political commentary in the society. It has in several situations been the most 
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direct medium for criticizing maladministration in government or individuals 

(Agberia 1993, p. 7). According to Onipede (2007, p. 2), the history of the 

struggle for democracy in Nigeria will not be complete without discussing the 

roles of Nigerian cartoonists during the military era, but then these days 

newspaper cartoons have been manipulated in one way or the other by the 

politicians, especially when it is meant to criticize their activities. This has 

militated against the role of newspaper cartoons as a tool for political 

communication. Yet another problem is the fact that most cartoonists wrongly 

portray their intent which made them difficult to comprehend the essence of 

the cartoon itself. Hence, this study will look at the pragmatic role that 

cartoons play as agents of social enlightenment. 

 

Aim and Objectives 

The aim of this study is to identify the pragmatic features and functions of 

cartoons featured in selected online newspapers in Nigeria. The study also has 

the following as its objectives: 

I. To explore the pragmatic elements in editorial cartoons in selected 

Nigerian online newspapers 

II. To identify the explicit pragmatic acts performed in selected 

editorial cartoons in Nigerian online newspapers. 

III. To identify the implicit pragmatic acts performed in the selected 

editorial cartoons in Nigerian online newspapers. 

 

The study made use of pragmatic theories or features such as speech acts, 

intention and inference and context as well as pragmatic elements such as 

presupposition and world knowledge. Selected editorial cartoons from some 

online editions of Nigerian newspapers like the sunnewsonline, 

vanguardnewsngr, punch news and guardianng will be used. 

 

Cartoons: Meaning and Brief History   

The word “Cartoon” originates from the Italian and Dutch words “cartone” 

and “karton” respectively. These words were used to mean “a strong heavy 

paper on a paste board” Bitner, (2003) views cartoons as “comic strip 

characters that represent observable characters in a society”. They are meant 
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to amuse the reader by disseminating messages in humorous manner (Osho, 

2008).Osho points out that Cartoons include “caricatures” and “comic strips”- 

forms of “escapism in graphics communication”. Artists who design cartoons 

are called “cartoonists”. 

Bitner (2003) reports that cartoon publications started in France and later in 

Britain and United States of America. He adds that cartoons were used by the 

French to criticize the anomalies of their government. He concludes that 

cartoon publications became prominent in Britain because they were 

published in many daily newspapers. British often refer to cartoons as “comic” 

or “funnies” said Osho. Gbinije (2010) Opines that “the history of cartoons in 

Africa is younger because of the inability to preserve cartoon works”. He also 

states that what African can be associated with is “Sculpture”. He further 

opines that cartoons have become very prominent in most Nigerian 

newspapers in contemporary times. 

Concerning the interpretation of cartoon expressions, Gbinije (2010) says that 

they are “subjected to convoluted and chameleonic interpretations”. This 

means that they are usually difficult to correctly interpret. Therefore, a reader 

must have background knowledge about a cartoon before its expression can 

be correctly interpreted.  According to Bitner (2003), Cartoons are generally 

of two types. “single panel and panel cartoons”. The former means a frame 

that contains just one cartoon while the latter refers to a frame that has two 

or more cartoons. 

 

Forms of Cartoons 

Osho (2008) identifies six categories of cartoons. He discusses them as follows: 

➢ General Interest Cartoons: React to public issues and make comment or 

leave the readers to deduce the message. “Omoba on the back page of 

Punch” is an example. 

➢ Editorial/Political Cartoons: Address issues that relate to “political 

parties, political actors of the legislative house, government executives 

and other functionaries.” 

➢ Economic/Trade Cartoons: Focus on trade and commerce as well as 

economic issues. 
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➢ Sociological/Environmental Cartoons: Centre on man and society. They 

portray human interactions in different domains eg. “sports, Health, 

education etc”. They also capture “area of population, forest 

degradation, animal world etc”. 

➢ Social Cartoons: Address issues like “marriage, child care, extravagant 

spending, parties etc”. 

➢ Gag Cartoons: Are “funny sketches with both under and over 

statement.” They are special category of cartoons that “require 

sharpness of the brain to draw and write intelligently”.  

 

Functions of Cartoons  

Osho (2008) states that cartoons perform a lot of functions which include: 

i) Informing the readers about political and social happenings in the 

country. 

ii) Educating the readers by informing them about things they hitherto 

do not know about. 

iii) Entertaining the readers by providing humor and sarcasm in order to 

soothe nerves and at the same time disseminate information. 

iv) Amusing in the sense that most cartoons create amusement through 

caricatures that depict happenings in the society. 

v) Disseminating serious information in a funny way; 

vi) Recording event in a memorable way; 

vii) Discussing serious national issues in comical parlance; 

viii) Reflecting current issues by projecting personalities through 

graphics; 

ix) Inspiring the readers to buy a newspaper or magazine regularly “as 

it soothes their aching nerves”.  

 

Howells et al (2009) buttress the above identified functions when they say 

that. Cartoons are taken as evidence only of what they show and are generally 

used solely, in relation to the individuals and events they depict. The original 

artist worked deep in context following changing political events from day to 

day and acutely aware of shifts in public opinion. 
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Pragmatic Elements/ Theories 

A number of theories have been developed in pragmatics. This work will look 

at the major ones that are relevant to it. Those theories (we will discuss) are 

“speech acts” theory of Austin and Searle, Grice’s “impliature” Bach’s and 

Harnish’s “intention and inference theory”, “contextual theory” of Malnowski, 

Firth, Hymes and Halliday. Also, some elements that are related to these 

theories will be discussed.   

 

Implicature Theory  

This theory was developed by Paul Grice (1975). It evolved to examine how 

people encode meaning in conversation. Grice opines that there are “certain 

social conventions” that participants must follow to ensure mutual interaction. 

These “conventions” are what he refers to as “cooperative principle”. 

‘Implicature’ is what is implied but not stated in the proposition of an 

utterance. Osisanwo (2003) views it as “What the speaker (or writer) can imply 

or suggest as distinct from what the speaker (or writer) literally says or writes”.  

Grice identifies two types of implicature:‘conventional and 

conversational’implicature. The former , according to Thomas (1995), refers to 

“what is implied by the literal meaning of words” while the latter  “is what is 

implied according to the context of utterance”. He adds that conversational 

implicature varies with the context of an utterance. The two types are 

exemplified below: 

i) Conventional implicature: ‘Ade is from Lagos, so he is wise’ implies 

that living in Lagos make one wise.  

ii) Conversational implicature 

A: ‘You need some money’ 

B: ‘En, may be’ (it implies that B feels shy) 

 

Another hallmark of Grice’s theory is “cooperative principle” under which he 

propounded four maxims. These maxims as cited in cutting (2002 ) are:  

Maxim of quantity: States that “give neither too little information nor too 

much”. 

Maxim of quality: Informs the participant to “say something that corresponds 

to reality”. 
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Maxim of relation: “Say something that is relevant to what has been said 

before”. 

Maxim of manner:  Asserts that “be brief and orderly and avoid obscurity and 

ambiguity”.This maxim is flouted in utterance B above. 

Thomas (1975) concludes that “violating flouting, infringing or suspending” a 

maxim leads to conversational implicature. 

 

Presupposition  

Presupposition is a pragmatic element that is related to speech acts. It means 

assumptions taken for granted by a speaker. The assumption is that the hearer 

has some background knowledge on what is being said. Presupposition 

“stands in relation between a presupposed statement and an assertion” 

(Kempson, 1975). Grundy (2000)  buttresses Kempson’sview when he defines 

presupposition “as the existing knowledge common to the speaker and the 

hearer than the speaker does not therefore need to assert.” 

There are two major types of presupposition: ‘Semantic’ and ‘Pragmatic’ 

presupposition. According to Grundy (2000), ‘Semantic presupposition’ is 

assumption that is based on the “definite description of the referent(s)” while 

pragmatic presupposition occurs when assumption is determined by the 

context. Simply put, the former is linguistic while the latter is ‘extra-linguistic’. 

Illustrations are given below: 

Semantic presupposition:‘The lecturer is in the class’ presupposes that the 

hearer knows an individual refers to as lecturer and that he/she performs 

teaching in a place called ‘classroom’. 

Pragmatic Presupposition: The same sentence above presupposes that the 

hearer needs to be attentive and that the lecturer has control over the class. 

The theoretical framework for this research is Mey’s Pragmatic Act Theory. 

 

Methodology 

The descriptive survey method was employed for the analysis of data. The 

choice of this methodology was borne out of the fact that it is interested in 

describing and analyzing certain variables of interest, which are related to the 

target population, which in this case is cartoons (the pragmatic analysis of 

cartoons in Nigerian online newspapers). 
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The data for the study comprises fifteen cartoon strips sourced from randomly 

selected Nigerian online newspapers. The online medium was chosen due to 

the vast array of cartoon being published across different newspapers on a 

daily or weekly basis. The cartoons cut across different themes like political, 

satirical, humor and socio economic. 

This study used fifteen “pocket cartoons” (both single panel and panel 

cartoons) in selected Nigerian online newspaper. Stratified systematic 

sampling technique was adopted to select the samples because of 

inconsistency in the pocket cartoons publications in terms of themes. 

 

 Presentation, Analysis and Discussion 

CARTOON 1        

 Locution: 

 A: Come on smile dear you know I have a soft spot for you. 

 B: But the “Spot” where you keep your money is not soft. (source: 

vanguardngr.com 28th August, 2019) 

Utterance                     Illocution                                         Perlocution  

 Speaker A                               Directive                                          Convincing  

Speaker B                                      Assertive                                           Disbelief  

Presupposition: The utterance shows that the two interlocutors are quite close 

and share mutual affection for each other. 

Implicature: The conversation implies that the first speaker is trying to 

convince the second speaker about his love or affection. The second speaker’s 

reply shows that there is an underlying motive especially as it concerns money 

which the first speaker is reluctant to spend. 

Inference: The conversation infers that the second speaker does not believe 

the first speaker when he said he has a soft spot for her; probably due to his 

miserly nature which makes her to refer to his pocket as a no go area.         

 

ANALYSIS: 

This cartoon is a typical example of the Nigerian society where there is always 

a conflict of interest in homes or among lovers as it concerns genuine show of 

affection. While the man feels and shows his love through speech, the lady 

would rather prefer gifts either monetary or in kind as a proof of love. 
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CARTOON 2  

Locution   

A: After buying things we needed, you also bought artificial fingernails, 

eyelashes, and hair. Did you buy artificial teeth as well? Because I wonder why 

you forgot to buy ordinary tooth paste after collecting N200, 000 for groceries. 

(source: sunnewsonline 5th March 2020) 

 

Utterance              Illocution                                Perlocution  

The speaker                        Assertive (Condemnation)       Guilt  

Presupposition 

This utterance reveals that the speaker knows the wasteful habit of the other 

person he is conversing with (probably his wife). 

 

Implicature  

This implies that the speaker is quite surprised that his wife is only concerned 

with fashionable accessories to the detriment of basic household items. 

 

Inference 

This cartoon infers that the wife is guilty of reckless spending of the money 

given to her for groceries by leaving out a basic household item like toothpaste. 

The look on her husband’s face shows utter disbelief and disgust at her 

attitude. 

 

Analysis 
The cartoon is an outcry against reckless and unnecessary spending that does 
not solve issues at hand. This recklessness transcends family to the 
government who engage in unnecessary spending that is of no value to the 
people. The cartoon can be seen as a satire of the society which the family and 
government is an integral part.  
 
CARTOON 3  

A: Dear since WE GOT MARRIED, I’ve added TWENTY KILOGRAMMES! 

B: You see? I dost TWENTY KILOGRAMMES within the SAME PERIOD. Yet 

some stupid people said I’m not investing. (source: vanguardngr 29th July, 

2019) 
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      Utterance                 Illocution                                    Percolation  

      Speaker A:                           Expressive                                     

Happiness/joy 

      Speaker B:                           Assertive                                            (stating)  

 

Presupposition:  

The speakers involved in this conversation are married hence they share 

common knowledge of each other’s attitude and manners. 

 

Implicature: 

 The conversation implies that while speaker A, who happens to be the wife is 

happy for adding “twenty Kilogrammes”. Speaker B (The husband) lost twenty 

kilogrammes which is quite ironic. This could imply that the marriage is not 

favourable to him. 

 

Inference: 

This cartoon infers that the two interlocutors have different views about 

marriage. We can assume from their speech that probably the wife is being 

showered with good things of life while neglecting the husband’s needs. 

 

Analysis: 

The message in the cartoon has to do with the inequality in some homes where 

the husband is on the wrong end of the stick. While he toils in order to take 

care of his family, his own health deteriorates because he or his wife does not 

care about his well being, this scenario can be related to Nigeria and its 

governance structure. While the masses toil and struggle to entrench 

democracy and vote for a candidate of their choice during election, the 

candidate, when elected feeds fat on the electorates hand earned resources 

through corruption. The electorates become poor and impoverished.    

 

Discussion of Findings  

Assertives and directives are the most commonly used speech acts in most 

Nigerian online cartoons. For instance, in some of the cartoons we have issues 

related to ‘condemming’ (assertives) and in cartoon 2, the speaker was 
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‘condemning’ also (assertive). This shows that cartoons usually portray the 

state of affairs in a particular society. The assertives found in these cartoons 

convey  the deplorable state of politics and infrastructure in Nigeria where 

most politicians especially those holding political offices are corrupt.  

Cartoon 2 depicts the recklessness in spending which transcends the family to 

the political setting where government engage in ventures that are of no value 

to the masses.  

Also, the analysis reveal that an utterance ( a locution) can have more than one 

effect For example, cartoon 8, utterances A and B have two effects 

(perlocutions); it creates humor  and also sends a message to the government 

to purge itself from the myriad of problems (‘viruses’) hindering the nations 

progress with the same energy being used to tackle the COVID 19 pandemic. 

Furthermore, the psychological state of mind of the cartoonist was revealed 

through the psychological context. This was demonstrated by boldening some 

words in order to express anger, criticism, mockery or sympathy. For example, 

the words ‘SALARY’, SAME RANK and ‘TWENTY YEARS’ in cartoon 3 are made 

prominent to express anger at the way security operatives especially the police 

are poorly motivated leading to stagnation on a rank very poor remuneration 

(‘peanuts’).  

 

CONCLUSION  

There is no doubt that cartoons have more to offer than entertaining the 

readers. Hence, cartoons are meant to instigate reflection on what is going on 

in a society. This study perceives pragmatics as a linguistic approach that 

captures the structure and the use of language in cartoons as they (structure 

and language use) depict and satirize members of the society; and socio-

political issues in the country are examined and commented on. Generally, the 

knowledge of the event that leads to a cartoon and the setting of a particular 

cartoon are very crucial in understanding what its utterance or utterances 

mean.  

 

Recommendations 

The study recommends that research into other fields of linguistics like 

semantic or sociolinguistics analysis of cartoons be carried out. Also, cartoon 
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strips can be used as an effective means of disseminating information to the 

public because of its wide reach. 
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