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The Costs of War
The war in Iraq has been the cause of much debate and controversy for the past few weeks. In fact, the controversy already had been brewing months before on whether or not the United States should even go to war in the first place. Now that we have entered into military conflict with Iraq to remove Saddam Hussein from power, it seems as though the public, especially the anti-war proponents, is more vocal than ever about opposing the war. The two political cartoons shown below, by Brian Fairrington and Steve Breen, offer two very different perspectives on the price people are paying for this war. The first shows the burden the American taxpayer at home has to uphold to keep this war effort alive, and the second shows the price the Iraqi people are being forced to pay with their lives as the war unfolds on their front. The visual rhetoric of both cartoons relies heavily on logos, pathos, and ethos to show the negative realities of war as it affects those who are not directly involved with the fighting. Ultimately, they deliver the message that the war is doing more harm than good to both the people at home and the people caught in the crossfire on the Iraqi front. 

In the first piece, cartoonist Brian Fairrington attempts to make use of pathos to make the rational argument that the war is forcing the American public to shoulder an unfair burden for the benefit of a government that is apathetic to the plight of the common citizen. The bomb reads: “War Costs on Taxpayer.” The very first thing Fairrington does through his choice of the word “taxpayer” is that he forges a connection between the reader and the taxpayer in the drawing so that we interpret whatever is happening to the man in the picture 

as also happening to us. The taxpayer is portrayed as very small and meek as compared to the huge, fat figure of the government, and he is almost completely overshadowed by the bomb he is holding up. Looking closely, one can see that there are wobbly lines drawn around the sides of the bomb, showing that the common taxpayer can barely hold up the costs of war, but more strikingly, the taxpayer is holding a small American flag. There is no doubt that pathos is playing a huge role in this depiction. The frail little taxpayer can barely shoulder the huge cost of war, but he is doing it in the name of patriotism, love of his country and the ideals it stands for, and in fact, because the big man in the suit, the government, asked him to. 

Meanwhile, an overbearing government, having heaped the costs of war onto the taxpayer, looks on rather apathetically, seemingly untroubled. Instead of helping the small man as he should, big government stands with its hands to the side, holding a huge sack that reads “Tax Cuts” over its shoulder. It states in a very matter-of-fact way, “I was gonna give you all of this, but it looks like you have your hands full…” Fairrington is asserting that the taxpayer answered the call to support the war because he believed in the ideals that this government was meant to uphold, but the government shows only a detached apathy in return and withholds a promised tax cut because it needs the money. According to Fairrington, the government should first look after its own people instead of heaping huge burdens on them to fight some foreign war. By drawing the taxpayer as a helpless victim of an uncaring government that is willing to forego its promises to the people for its own ends, much less come to the aid of the taxpayer who is doing his best to fund the war effort, Fairrington calls into question the ethos, or character, of the current administration, and argues that the war on Iraq is bringing more harm than good to the American people. 

Steve Breen takes a different spin on the argument that this war is doing more harm than good. At first glance, one sees a face with a big grin on it that obviously belongs to Saddam Hussein. A closer look shows that the face is actually made up of the bodies of dead Iraqis, and on one of them, it reads, “civilian deaths.” This rather shocking display of corpses being laid out in the image of Saddam Hussein’s face is no doubt intended by cartoonist David Breen to evoke emotions of pity, horror, and possibly even anger at the results the war is producing on the Iraqi front. In a striking display of irony, Breen calls to memory Hussein’s notoriety for using violent tactics to oppress his people, and makes the rational argument that although the United States’ intentions may be different from Hussein’s, the results we produce are the same. Ultimately, we are bringing more harm to the people we set out to liberate than good. 

Interestingly enough, Breen chose to draw Hussein with a smile on his face. This subtle touch adds a whole new layer to the message Breen is trying to send. 

In setting out to topple a mass murderer from power, we are being forced to take many innocent lives as well. Saddam is forcing us to do exactly what we had set out to stop. Perhaps, this explains the smile. Ethos plays a crucial role here as Breen calls into question the character of an administration that is blind to the full impact of the war when even a cruel, heartless dictator with such a reputation for twisted moral character realizes that U.S. military action is bringing more harm than good to the people of Iraq. The smile makes one wonder if the U.S. is actually pleasing such a man. Breen choice to draw the outline of Saddam’s face with the bodies of dead Iraqi civilians tactfully calls into question the morals and ethics of U.S. military action, for it is an inescapable fact that the United States is the reason for those bodies, and perhaps that smile, being there. Breen makes it impossible for the reader to ignore the question of moral character or to look away from the harm that is being done to the Iraqi people.

The political cartoon must be reckoned with as one of the most powerful tools of social commentary available today. Brian Fairrington and Steve Breen employ very direct appeals to the emotion through rather stunning visual rhetoric to communicate their message that the war in Iraq is bringing more harm than good to the American and Iraqi people. The artistic freedom that is afforded by this medium is what allows for such striking use of pathos and ethos even in communicating a fairly simple rational argument. This artistic freedom is the very thing that makes political cartoons so effective and the cartoonists’ message so powerful. The emotional reactions that the reader gets as he or she views the frail little taxpayer standing before a huge, uncaring government, or the civilian bodies that make up the grin on Hussein’s face are what, hopefully, drives the reader to see the great harm that is being brought to those on both sides of this war.
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