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ABSTRACT

This paper proposes a new criteria to identify Antisemitism in political cartoons by examining 
the presence of Antisemitic image-codes within them. 

As a viral belief system, Antisemitism has historically employed image-based memophores 
to spread its constituent memes and replicate itself in the minds of potential hosts. The 
portrayal of the Jew as a powerful and demonic enemy of society serves as an important 
unifying force for mass movements’ quests for power.

As evident from contemporary cartoons around the globe, use of these memetic image-codes 
in political cartoons has expanded beyond the groups traditionally known for transmitting 
Antisemitic images. A cartoonist infected by these viral image-codes of Antisemitism will 
then insert these codes into his own cartoons. 

Dehumanizing codes answer the question of “Who are the Jews?” in such a way as to 
portray Jews as undeserving of any sort of empathy normally felt for human beings. For 
example, dehumanizing codes depict Jews as demonic vampires and vermin. 

Stereotyping codes address the question of “What are Jews like?” Stereotyping codes 
depict Jews as ugly, sinister, controlling the world and the media, as money hungry and 
brutal, blood-spilling murderers of everyone from Jesus to Palestinian babies in Gaza. 

After the Holocaust proved the victimhood of the Jewish people, Antisemitism and the 
Antisemitic memes of the image-codes needed to evolve into a Holocaust-resistant form 
which would deny Jewish victimhood. Moral Inversion Codes invert the horrors by depict 
the victims as the perpetrators. Thus the Jew becomes the Nazi or the terrorist suicide 
bomber, rather than their victim. 

With thanks to Rachel DeFilipp for assistance in the cartoon research and preparation 
of this working paper.
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PREFACE

For more than forty years I have been putting ideas into people’s heads. It is what I do. I am 
D�SROLWLFDO�FDUWRRQLVW��6RPH�RI�P\�FDUWRRQLVW�FROOHDJXHV�GH¿QH�WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�RXU�ZRUN�DV�
showing “the Truth,” others as “expressing our opinion” but the fact is that what we do is to 
attempt to put our own ideas into other people’s heads …and we use cartoons to do it. 

When a portion of the cartoonist’s readership cries foul about a cartoon, he defends his 
work as being a valid political statement. But effective cartoons can go far beyond 
being “just” political statements. A cartoon can use the power of graphic signals, which are 
embedded with subliminal messages, to transmit deeper, more visceral meanings than any 
verbal description of the cartoon might imply. 

The intense political focus on Israel and the frustrating search for peace in the Middle 
East have become favorite topics for editorial cartoonists. Inevitably, when a portion of 
the cartoonist’s readership cries “Antisemitism,” the cartoonist attacks his critics as 
“right-wing defenders of Israel” …and defends his work as a valid political statement.

The rich and extensive use of Antisemitic cartoons by the National Socialist Party as part 
of their strategies in the prelude to the Holocaust gives today’s debate an added importance 
and, perhaps, urgency. It is in light of the extensive use of Antisemitic cartoons by the 
Nazis that I undertook, both as a fellow of the Yale Initiative for the Interdisciplinary Study 
of Antisemitism and as a political cartoonist dedicated to freedom of expression, to address 
the contemporary controversy and to examine the question of how to distinguish between 
valid political commentary and Antisemitism in contemporary political cartoons. 

At the beginning of the study it became apparent that the cartoons which are the most 
undeniably Antisemitic can be recognized even if they are in a language which the 
observer can not read. The graphic images themselves speak clearly without the words of 
the cartoon as many of the same powerfully communicative images appear over and over 
again in the work of different cartoonists. They are like a familiar cast of characters. It is 
the intent of this paper to explain what the examination of this set of Antisemitic graphic 
images has revealed.
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INTRODUCTION

Antisemitic propaganda is a valuable tool for aspiring mass movements and totalitarian 
regimes. By portraying Jews as a powerful, secretive, demonic threat, such movements 
employ a common enemy as a unifying force for the recruitment new members. Totalitarian 
governments including those of Nazi Germany, Stalinist Russia, Revolutionary Iran and 
radical organizations such as Hamas, the PLO, Hizbullah, White Supremacists, and Black 
0XVOLPV�KDYH�DOO�GH¿QHG�-HZV�DV�D�WKUHDW��ZKLFK�RQO\�WKH\�WKHPVHOYHV�FDQ�FRQIURQW��

In the 20th and 21st centuries, Antisemitic political cartoons, which use an identical set of 
graphic images to portray an assortment of viral beliefs, have been used to convey an 
assortment of viral beliefs.  In the digital age, Antisemitic cartoons have been particularly 
pervasive in a growingly “post-Literate” society.

7KHVH�LPDJH�FRGHV�FDQ�EH�GLYLGHG�LQWR�WKUHH�GLVWLQFW�IDPLOLHV��7KH�¿UVW�WZR�IDPLOLHV�ZHUH�
FRGL¿HG� LQ� WKH� ��th century and are taken from ancient and medieval libels along with 
newly developed 20th century codes. The Dehumanization Codes work in such a way as to 
portray Jews as undeserving of the empathy that humans naturally feel for one another.  Its 
codes spread the belief that Jews are vermin, blood drinkers, or demons in league with evil 
forces. The Stereotyping Codes describe Jews as rich, ugly, money-grubbing, powerful, 
and secretly controlling the banks, the media, and the world. Combined, the two families 
of codes instruct that Jews are rich, ugly, demonic, powerful, and enemies of the social 
order.

The Holocaust proved Jews to be victims and powerless. The environment in much of the 
West then became hostile to open Antisemitism. From a memetic point of view Antisemitism 
can be seen as a virus, which to survive developed a Holocaust-resistant strain. The Moral 
Inversion Codes� VLPSO\� UHSDFNDJH� WKH�KRUURU�E\� LQYHUWLQJ� LW�� -HZV�DUH�SRUWUD\HG�DV� WKH�
perpetrators rather than the victims.  In this case, Jews are essentially depicted as Nazis. 
This new and virulent strain is now infecting cartoonists and their cartoons in pandemic 
proportions. 

7KLV� SDSHU� GHVFULEHV� WKH� LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ� DQG� H[DPLQDWLRQ� RI�$QWLVHPLWLF� LPDJH�FRGHV�
embedded in contemporary political cartoons.
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The Function of Antisemitic Propaganda

During the twentieth century, two major European anti-democratic mass movements 
employed Antisemitic propaganda in political cartoons. On the extreme left, the Stalinist 
Soviet State, and on the extreme right, Hitler’s Nazi movement both used Antisemitic 
messages to attempt to advance their own agendas.  This brings to the forefront their shared 
motivation for promoting Antisemitism. In order to gain acceptance and purpose within 
D�SRSXODWLRQ��DOO�PDVV�PRYHPHQWV�PXVW�¿QG�D�IXQFWLRQ�DQG�UROH�WR�SOD\��$V�(ULFK�+RIIHU�
REVHUYHG���

 The technique of a mass movement aims to infect people with a    
 malady and then offer the movement as a cure… mass movements    
 can rise and spread without belief in a God, but never without     
 belief in a devil.1 

Both Stalin’s Communist party and Hitler’s Nazi movement demonized the Jewish people. 
The goal of the propaganda distributed was to build a unifying, shared hatred in the 
public’s mind. This shared hatred and obsession with eradicating the ‘devil’ gave purpose 
to the Nazi and Communist parties. These mass movements created the ‘Jewish problem,’ 
a problem which only the regime could solve.

 Jews are a valuable hostage given to me by the democracies. Antisemitic   
 propaganda in all countries is an almost indispensable medium for the    
 extension of our political campaign. You will see how little time we will   
 need in order to upset the ideas and the criteria of the whole world, simply 
 and purely by attacking Judaism.2

Image-Codes and Political cartoons

In the 20th�FHQWXU\�JUDSKLF�LPDJHV�ZHUH�ZLGHO\�XVHG�WR�HI¿FLHQWO\�DQG�HIIHFWLYHO\�LQIHFW�WKH�
masses with a viral hatred of Jews. In the pre-Holocaust pages of Nazi newspapers and in 
post-WWII pages of Soviet humor magazines, cartoons were used to focus the attention 
RI�UHDGHUV�RQ�WKH�FRPPRQ�HQHP\�RI�WKH�-HZV��7KHVH�FDUWRRQV�VSRNH�WKURXJK�D�VSHFL¿F�VHW�
of graphic codes rich in anti-Jewish meaning. However, the fall of Stalinism and Nazism 
did not spell the end of these powerful graphic codes. They continued to live, embedded 
in cartoons spread by groups such as the Ku Klux Klan, Russian Fascists, Neo-Nazis, and 
White Supremacist. These aspiring mass movements, eager to attract followers, utilized the 
spread of Antisemitic beliefs through graphic images to further their grasp on the public. 

Even today, cartoons from openly Antisemitic regimes such as Iran and Syria regularly 
PDNH�XVH�RI�D�VSHFL¿F�VHW�RI�$QWLVHPLWLF�LPDJH�FRGHV��7KH�SXUSRVH�RI�WKH�FRGHV�LV�WR�GH¿QH�
Jews, Judaism, and the Jewish People as a powerful force corrupting and secretly controlling 
human society. This in turn, creates the imaginary threat, real to the population, which only 
the “movement” can defeat. 

The widespread dissemination of these codes has now virally entered the consciousness of 
political cartoonists in democratic societies throughout the world; the Antisemitic codes 
embedded in cartoons are presented as valid political comments. These meme-carrying 
images are a graphic vocabulary of the same anti-Jewish libels, which were originally 
FRGL¿HG�DQG�PDVV�GLVWULEXWHG�E\�+LWOHU¶V�1D]L�PRYHPHQW��DQG�ODWHU�HPSOR\HG�E\�6WDOLQLVW�
Communism.

1 Hoffer, Erich. (1951). The True Believer: Thoughts on the Nature of Mass Movements.     
  Perennial Classics.
2 Rauschning, Hermann. (1940). The Voice of Destruction: Conversations with Hitler. 
*�3��3XWQDP¶V�6RQV��SS����� 
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As evident from cartoons around the globe, use of these image-codes in the metaphors of 
SROLWLFDO�FDUWRRQV�KDV�H[SDQGHG�EH\RQG�WKH�JURXSV�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�LGHQWL¿HG�ZLWK�WUDQVPLWWLQJ�
Antisemitic images. The principal of Memetics explains the vast and far reaching presence 
of these image-codes today.

Memetics

A computer virus is a software program. The word “virus” is derived from ‘viral’ because 
of a virus’s shared characteristic with all other viral entities -- the ability to replicate 
or reproduce itself. “Computer viruses” spread copies of themselves from one computer 
to millions of other computers. Just as viruses spread, beliefs, ideas, and notions can also 
spread, moving from one person to many others. A successful self replicating entity, whether 
a life form, a computer virus, or a viral belief, is one which succeeds in reproducing and 
avoids extingtion. Successful viral beliefs are replicated as they proliferate through a 
population, in effect spreading copies of themselves from one brain to millions of other 
brains. Replicating beliefs that spread throughout a human population have been called 
“brain viruses” or “memes.” The word “meme” is derived from Greek, meaning “to imitate 
or mime.” 

Memetics provides new insight into the way our minds, societies, and cultures       
work. Rather than look at the development of culture as a sequence of ideas and  
discoveries that build upon one another, what would it be like to look at culture 
as a meme pool, where the ideas in our heads are shaped and transported by 
various forces including mind viruses? Are they helping or harming us? Can we 
control them? Can our enemies create new ones and infect us with them?3

0HPHV�VSUHDG�WKURXJK�D�SRSXODWLRQ�OLNH�D�ELRORJLFDO�YLUXV��VZHHSLQJ�FXOWXUDO�FKDQJHV�DQG�
new belief systems can be understood if they are examined as epidemics.

Returning to the abstract model of epidemia, it becomes evident that this 
model can be applied to phenomena that have nothing to do with disease: 
the circulation of objects, money, customs, or the propagation of affects and 
information. Fashion, the circulation of violence and even rumors, those 
contagions passing from mouth to ear, are all epidemics.4

Although memes are frequently transmitted by “word of mouth,” they can be dispersed 
through other mediums as well. There are two general types of memophores (i.e. conveyors 
of memes); auditory and image-based. Auditory memophores includes jingles, sayings, and 
nicknames whereas image-based examples include idols, icons, paintings, and cartoons.

Memetics and Antisemitism

As a viral belief system, Antisemitism has historically used image-based memophores to 
spread its constituent memes. In the past these memophores appeared in woodcuts, 
etchings, paintings, murals, and stained glass windows. Image-codes taken from these 
medieval works can be found, alongside newly created image-codes being used by 20th 
century mass movements in cartoons, which were mass produced in newspapers and 
magazines, and presented as valid political commentary. 

What was considered mass production in the age of 20th century mass movements is 
dwarfed by the potential “viral” distribution afforded by our 21st century digital reality. 
The most successful distribution systems of information at present are computer viruses 
and spam email. Second to those is the forwarding of content by users to a list of his/her 
friends and contacts, commercially exploited as “viral marketing.”

3 Brodie, Richard. (1996). Virus of the Mind: The New Science of the Meme. Integral 
3UHVV��SS����
4 Guillaume, M. (1987) ‘The metamorphoses of epidemia,’ in M. Feher and S. Kwinter 
(eds.) Zone 1–2: The Contemporary City��&DPEULGJH��0$��7KH�0,7�3UHVV�����
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Viral marketing describes any strategy that encourages individuals to pass on a 
marketing message to others, creating the potential for exponential growth in the 
PHVVDJH¶V�H[SRVXUH�DQG�LQÀXHQFH��/LNH�YLUXVHV��VXFK�VWUDWHJLHV�WDNH�DGYDQWDJH�
of rapid multiplication to explode the message to thousands, to millions. 5

When a professional newspaper or magazine cartoonist draws a cartoon it will be 
replicated on the pages of that newspaper or magazine. It will be seen by readers of that 
publication. However, once on the Internet, the cartoon can be distributed virally, without 
cost or limit, to millions of viewers. Like a chain letter, an emailed page of jokes, a 
Youtube video, or a computer virus, it is replicated by being forwarded, re-forwarded over 
and over again. Each replicated copy carries the same impact and message of the original. 
Viral distribution has revolutionized the way information and memes move throughout the 
world. What once might have only circulated around a small city, state or even country now 
can freely cross international boundaries and leap across continents. 

Image-based memophores are more important than ever. We used to speak of literate and 
illiterate, but digital society seems to be post-literate. People can read, but reading has 
become a chore. Increasingly, virally forwarded content consist of mainly photographs, 
videos, and cartoons. 

(Communication) is moving toward a mixed model of written/audio and visual 
communication that focuses, where possible, on visual communication more 
than on written text or audio. Users prefer to watch more than to read.6

Visual content is the new medium of choice. Keeping up with modern preferences, vehicles 
carrying Antisemitic memes are not longer transmitted by woodcuts and paintings, but 
instead cartoons, perfectly repackaged for viral distribution. 

Contemporary Cartoons and Infected Cartoonists

Most cartoons communicate in metaphors. The immense power of the metaphor is its ability to 
set the terms and backdrop of the discussion. The graphic codes of incitement created by 
20th century mass movements, with roots in medieval art, can increasingly be found in 
contemporary 21st century editorial cartoons. They are not hidden, but displayed in plain 
view, posing as original metaphors, and defended as valid political comments. The image-codes, 
primarily metaphors, are used in political cartoons, which are also largely metaphorical. 
Their power to virally transmit is enhanced by use of the metaphor form. A response to an 
allegation presented as a metaphor, such as a political cartoon, is framed in terms of the 
acceptance or rejection of the metaphorical premise. The viewer is restricted to the framing 
of the metaphor regardless of its irrelevance to a proper or wider discussion of the topic.

Metaphors produce ideological effects because they are selective accounts 
of experience. Understanding X in terms of Y emphasizes only some features 
and discounts others. It organizes our imagination about X in one way rather 
than another. We model X according to the features and relationships between 
elements found in Y, although we might have modeled it on a completely 
different set of elements and relations 7

Viewed memetically, these image-codes transmit Antisemitic memes to the viewer. These 
memes attempt to replicate in the brains of viewers, just as a software virus attempts to 
replicate in the memory of each new computer it comes into contact with. In the digital 
world, people forwarding “infected” cartoons to others can be understood as people being 
used as hosts by the meme-bearing codes to spread their message. 

5 Wilson, R.F. (2000/2005) ‘The six simple principles of viral marketing,’ Web Marketing      
  Today, [http://www.wilsonweb.com/wmt5/viral-principles.htm]
6 Ronchi, Alfredo M. (2009).  eCulture: Cultural Content in the Digital Age. Springer: p 42.
7 Balkin, J.N. (1998). Cultural Software: A Theory of Ideology.�<DOH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��S�����
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Memes “use” people for the purpose of their own propagation. We should 
not understand such anthropomorphic language literally: memes no more 
than genes have wants, desires, purposes, or interests. Rather, this is merely a 
shorthand way of describing how natural selection works on units of cultural 
transmission.8 

In contemporary use, Antisemitic memophore image-codes are incorporated into cartoons 
both with and without willful intent to “infect” the viewer. Users with intent include 
contemporary anti-democratic movements such as the Iranian Islamic Republic, Hamas, 
al Qaeda, Hizbullah, and Arab dictatorships. Whereas contemporary cartoonists from 
countries such as the United States or Australia, unwittingly produce cartoons containing 
image-codes which transmit hidden Antisemitic memes.

A cartoonist infected with these viral meme codes of Antisemitism will use these 
memophores in his cartoons (such as the “devourer of children,” “blood-drinking,” or 
“money-hungry” memophore). A 21st century cartoonist who is infected may have no more 
control over his compulsion to insert infectious Antisemitic image-codes in his drawings 
than a person with a cold can control his sneezing out of germs potentially infecting other 
human hosts. Such a cartoonist may become a serial creator of Antisemitic cartoons while 
sincerely believing that he is creating fair and honest work.

Memes are like symbionts that alter the behavior of their hosts, much as 
the rabies virus alters the behavior of a dog by making it more aggressive, 
increasing its salivation, and preventing it from swallowing. Just as the genes in 
the rabies virus make use of the host to spread their genetic information, memes 
use their hosts to spread their own memetic information.9 

Any critical study of Antisemitism in contemporary art must include the examination and 
WKH�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�RI�WKH�VSHFL¿F�PHPRSKRULF�LPDJH�FRGHV�XVHG�DQG�WKH�PHPH�EHOLHIV�WKH\�
transmit.

Code 2ULJLQV�DQG�&RGL¿FDWLRQ

Medieval Antisemitism was a belief system which incorporated the beliefs that Jews had 
sexual contact with pigs, drank the blood of abducted Christian children, were in league 
with the devil, and had horns. Artists of the times used their artwork to depict 
hate-provoking, blood curdling images of such scenes.  Twentieth century totalitarian 
VWDWHV�DQG�PDVV�PRYHPHQWV�DGDSWHG�DQG�RUJDQL]HG�WKHVH�LQÀDPPDWRU\�GHSLFWLRQV�LQWR�D�
collection of codes, and used in political cartoons. These image-codes, and the varieties 
and variations which they have spawned, can now be found, disguised as metaphors, in 
FXUUHQW�SROLWLFDO�FDUWRRQV��(DFK�FRGH�FDUULHV�D�VSHFL¿F�$QWLVHPLWLF�OLEHO�

7KH�RULJLQDO�LPDJH�FRGHV��DV�FRGL¿HG�E\�WKH�1D]L�PRYHPHQW�FDQ�EH�RUJDQL]HG�LQWR�WZR�
broad categorical families based on the nature of the memes they transmit. 

One family, dehumanization, houses the codes that spread the dehumanizing memes. For 
H[DPSOH��WKDW�-HZV�DUH�YHUPLQ��EORRG�GULQNHUV��RU�GHPRQV�LQ�OHDJXH�ZLWK�GHPRQLF�IRUFHV��
The second family, stereotyping, portrays Jews as rich, ugly, money-grubbing, powerful, 
and secretly controlling the banks, the media, and the world. These memes resonate with 
existing Antisemitism in the minds of potential host populations. Combined, the two families 
teach that Jews are rich, demonic, powerful, and enemies of the social order.

The Holocaust forced the codes to evolve. Images of the extermination of European Jewry, 
the horrendous piles of skeleton-thin bodies, photographs of men and women standing in 
line, stripped naked, waiting to be shot and thrown into an open pit circulated around the 
world. The Jews were undeniably targeted and powerless victims of the Nazi Holocaust. As 

8 Balkin, J.N. (1998). Cultural Software: A Theory of Ideology. <DOH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��S����
9 Balkin, J.N. (1998). Cultural Software: A Theory of Ideology. Yale University Press: p 62.
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a result, Antisemitism was deemed unacceptable throughout the West. In response, like any 
successful viral entity, the virus of Antisemitism adapted to the new conditions and evolved 
a new “Holocaust-Resistant” strain. This new strain is now infecting cartoonists and their 
cartoons in pandemic proportions. 

The Holocaust-resistant codes do not deny the Nazi Death Camps or the Holocaust. Instead, 
they simply repackage the horror by “inverting” it. Jews are presented as the perpetrators 
rather than the victims. The�QHZ�FRGHV�FDUU\�PHPHV�LQFOXGLQJ��³7KH�-HZV�DUH�DFWLQJ�OLNH�
Nazis,” “The Jews perpetrated a Holocaust,” “The Jews operate an Auschwitz-type death 
camp,” “The piles of skeletal victims are not Jewish but rather the victims of Jews,” and 
“The Jews are Nazis.” These new and infectious “Holocaust-Resistant” codes are hereafter 
collectively referred to as the “Moral Inversion” codes.

The Moral Inversion codes are new, fresh, and rapidly spreading their memes. Moral Inversion 
has taken its place alongside the two earlier pre-Holocaust families of codes. While the 
pre-Holocaust codes have become dated and to an extent politically incorrect, Moral 
Inversion codes are easily swallowed, readily believed, and increasingly part of an 
accepted vocabulary.

The Arab destruction of ancient Jewish holy sites has given birth to a new strain of Moral 
Inversion codes. Parallel to the Holocaust-resistant Moral Inversion codes, these new 
memophores carry the inverted belief that it is the Jewish State, which is destroying holy 
Islamic sites.  In this scenario, Muslims are perceived as the victims.
Diagram 1
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Codes from Generation to Generation

7KH�IROORZLQJ�WKUHH�¿JXUHV�LOOXVWUDWH�WKH�DELOLW\�RI�WKH�LPDJH�FRGHV�WR�VXUYLYH�DQG�UHPDLQ�
SRWHQW�WKURXJK�HYHQ�UDGLFDO�FKDQJHV�LQ�VRFLHW\�RYHU�WLPH��(DFK�RI�WKH�IROORZLQJ�¿JXUHV�LV�D�
sample of a single Antisemitic image-code as it remains active, continuing to replicate and 
LQIHFW�IURP�DQ�LQVWDQFH�RI�LWV�DSSHDUDQFH�LQ��

Pre-Holocaust Nazi Cartoons1. 

Post-Holocaust Soviet Cartoons2. 

Contemporary Work3. 

7KH�¿UVW�WZR�H[DPSOHV�DUH�RI�=RRPRUSKLF�LPDJH�FRGHV��7KH�¿UVW�LV�WKH�9XOWXUH�FRGH�DQG�
the second the Spider code. The third example shows instances of the pairing of the Money 
Hungry and Hook Nosed codes as they move from the pre-Holocaust Nazi period to the 
SRVW�ZDU�6RYLHW�HUD��DQG�¿QDOO\�WR�FRQWHPSRUDU\�ZRUN�

Figure 1
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Figure 2
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Figure 3
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Code Families

7KHUH�DUH�WKUHH�EURDG�IDPLOLHV�RI�FRGHV�

The Dehumanizing Family1. 

The Stereotyping Family2. 

The Moral Inversion Family3. 

See Figure 4

Figure 4
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1. The Dehumanizing Family of Codes 

Dehumanizing codes answer the question of “Who are the Jews?” in such a way as to 
prevent others from feeling empathy towards Jews. There are two sub-families within 
WKH� 'HKXPDQL]LQJ� )DPLO\� RI� FRGHV�� =RRPRUSKLF� FRGHV� DQG� 'HPRQL]DWLRQ� FRGHV�� 7KH�
=RRPRUSKLF�FRGHV�DUH�PHWDSKRULFDO��7KH\�WUDQVPLW�WKH�EHOLHI�WKDW�-HZV�DUH�OLNH�VSLGHUV��
snakes, rats, vultures, and other animals, which generally are perceived negatively. The 
Demonization codes portray Jews as clawed demons, horned devils, cannibals, baby eaters, 
devouring mouths, and blood drinkers and blood sucking vampires. 

The images in Figure 5 and Figure 6 transmit the ancient “blood libel” message that Jews 
DUH�YDPSLUH�GULQNHUV�RI�EORRG��7KH�¿UVW��)LJXUH����LV�D�SKRWRJUDSK�RI�D�3ROLVK�ZRRG�SDQHO�
carving from about 1900. It depicts a group of Jews sucking the blood (through straws) 
from the child who is their victim. The blood sucking image code is used again in a 
contemporary cartoon more than a century later by an Indian artist (Figure 6).

Figure 5
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Figure 6

2. The Stereotyping Family of Codes 

Stereotyping codes address the question of “What are Jews like?” These codes transmit 
the belief that there are a set of traits and characteristics that are common to all Jews. 
7KH\�WKHQ�GH¿QH�WKRVH�³-HZLVK´�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�DQG�SUHVHQW�WKHP�JUDSKLFDOO\��6WHUHRW\SLQJ�
codes depict Jews as controlling the world and the media, and being money-hungry, brutal, 
blood-spilling murderers of everyone from Jesus to Palestinian babies in Gaza. 

2QH�RI�WKHVH�LPDJH�FRGHV��WKH�+RRN�1RVH�FRGH��FDUULHV�WKH�PHPH�WKDW�-HZV�FDQ�EH�LGHQWL¿HG�
by their uniquely big noses. Another, the Money Hungry code carries the belief that Jews 
are motivated by their avarice, greed, and love of money. In Figure 7, a 2003 cartoon 
published in The Chicago Tribune drawn by Dick Locher, a Pulitzer Prize winning artist, 
addresses the question of how to bridge the gulf in Middle East negotiations. The cartoon 
features a Jew with a huge beak-like nose being tempted to follow a trail of dollar bills.
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Figure 7

3. The Moral Inversion Family of Codes 

The Holocaust and the contemporary targeting of Jews and Jewish institutions by terrorist 
organizations are an impediment to the portrayal of the Jew as the powerful “devil,” 
referred to earlier as the unifying force needed by mass movements in their quests for 
power. Memetically, Antisemitism and the Antisemitic image-codes needed to evolve into 
a form which would deny Jewish victimhood. Moral Inversion Codes depict the victims 
as the perpetrators. Thus the Jew becomes the Nazi or the terrorist suicide bomber, rather 
than the target or victim!
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,Q�D�FDUWRRQ�IURP�%UD]LO�LQ�)LJXUH���
Arabs and a Muslim mosque inside of a “Jewish Prison Camp” with the Israeli guards 
dressed as Nazis and German writing on the gate.

Figure 8

In Figure 9
The Nazi code in a cartoon from Lebanon

Figure 9
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The Star and the Codes

The six-pointed star has been a Middle Eastern, occult, and kabalistic symbol for 
centuries, but the use of the six-pointed star to represent Jews and Judaism is a relatively 
new phenomena. It was only in the late 18th�FHQWXU\�WKDW�WKH�³6WDU�RI�'DYLG´�ZDV�¿UVW�XVHG�
as a Jewish symbol. Today, the Jewish Star carries a much broader meaning than the simple 
LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�RI�D�UHOLJLRQ�RU�FKXUFK����LW�UHSUHVHQWV�-HZV��WKH�-HZLVK�3HRSOH��DQG�-XGDLVP���
This is mainly due to the pervasive use of the graphic symbol by the Nazis.

The most prominent symbol of Judaism throughout the Early Middle Ages 
was the Torah Shrine. While the Menorah often appeared together with it, the 
Ten Commandments on tablets, the hands of the Kohanim giving the priestly 
EOHVVLQJ�DQG�HYHQ�WKH�7HPSOH�ZHUH�PRUH�VLJQL¿FDQW�WKDQ�WKH�6WDU�RI�'DYLG�DQG�
the Menorah. But clearly at the end of the 19th century with the birth of a new 
PRUH�VHFXODU�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�-XGDLVP���DQG�DV�D�-HZLVK�QDWLRQ�HPHUJHG��V\PEROV�
ZHUH�VRXJKW�ZKLFK�ZRXOG�EH�HDVLO\�LGHQWL¿DEOH��GLG�QRW�KDYH�H[FHVVLYH��UHOLJLRXV�
connotations (although some was necessary) and which could hearken back to 
political/national  settings without a religious emphasis. The Menorah, which 
had been a symbol of the Maccabean revolt (the Maccabees were a favorite of 
the early Zionists and nationalists although the symbol was clearly associated 
with the Temple), was chosen, and the rather abstract and ignoble “Star of 
David” whose checkered past was known to only a few scholars, but whose 
LQWHUQDWLRQDO�DQG�XQLYHUVDO�WKHPHV�KDG�DOUHDG\�HPHUJHG�DV�VLJQL¿FDQW�DPRQJ�
late l9th and early 20th century thinkers.10

As a symbol, the “Jewish Star” is agglutinative that is, when “Glued on to” other symbols 
LW� IRUPV� D� GHULYDWLYH� RU� FRPSRXQG� V\PERO� WR� H[SUHVVHV� D� VLQJOH� GH¿QLWH�PHDQLQJ�� )RU�
example a Jewish Star on a spider or an octopus forms a compound code which transmits 
WKH�GHKXPDQL]LQJ�=RRPRUSKLF�PHVVDJH�WKDW�WKH�-HZLVK�3HRSOH��WKH�-HZLVK�6WDWH��-XGDLVP��
and by extension, for example, the Jewish shopkeeper down the block are spider-like or 
octopus-like. See Figure 10 and Figure 11 below. 

10 Berkowtiz, Michael. (2004). Nationalism, Zionism and Ethnic Mobilization of the Jews in 
1900 and Beyond. %ULOO��S����.
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Figure 10

Figure 11

Death Star code: %� In addition to its use in conjunction with other symbols, the 
³-HZLVK�6WDU´�DSSHDUV�LQGHSHQGHQWO\�DV�D�VSHFL¿F�FRGH��7KH�³'HDWK�6WDU´�FRGH�
portrays the star (and hence the Jews, the Jewish State, the Jewish People, and 
Judaism) as murderous, imprisoning, agent of death, strangling, back stabbing, 
etc.) See Figure 12 from 1930s Nazi propaganda and Figure 13 from The Seattle 
Times in 2003. 



21

Figure 12

Figure 13
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Clusters: %� In contemporary political cartoons, the codes often appear in clusters, 
delivering a set of visual messages. See Figure 14 below; a cartoon distributed by the 
Arab media (with an explanation of the individual codes clustered within).

Figure 14

The star is a visual tag to indicate that the eater is “the Jews” (or the Jewish a. 
State, the Jewish people, or Judaism)
The glass of blood is the “Blood Drinkers” libel codeb. 
The dead baby on the plate is the “Infanticide” codec. 
The child about to be eaten is the “Baby Eaters” coded. 
The American Flag fork in the hand of “the Jew” communicates the Jewish e. 
“World Domination” code

A Representative Sample

The meme carrying Antisemitic image-codes have survived and replicated themselves 
in cartoons for more than eighty years, through major social changes. It is equally 
important to note their viral spread to varied artists of our digital age. Below (Figure 15) 
is a representative sample of contemporary instances of the Devouring Mouth image-code 
which carries the message that Jews devour everything in their path. The Devouring Mouth 
LPDJH�UHOD\V�D�EDVLF�FKLOGKRRG�LPDJH�RI�D�FDQQLEDOLVWLF�¿HQG�
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Figure 15

           2008 (Syria)

           2008 (Jordan)

                                  2007 (Jordan)
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2009(Jordan) 

2006 (Palestinian Authority)
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2007 (Palestinian Authority)

2007 (Palestinian Authority)
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         2004 (Palestinian Authority)

2004 (Palestinian Authority)
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                    2006 (India)

        
������86$���$�VRSKLVWLFDWHG�FDUWRRQ�E\�3DW�2OLSKDQW��WKH�PRVW�ZLGHO\�V\QGLFDWHG�SROLWLFDO�
cartoonist in the world. Note the use of the “Devouring Mouth” code inside the “Death 
Star” code with the Moral Inversion “Jew as Nazi” code coupled with the “Killing Children 
in their Mothers’ Arms” code. The entire cluster of codes can be absorbed subliminally as 
DQ�LPDJH�RI�WKH�ÀDJ�RI�,VUDHO��ZLWK�WKH�WZR�KRUL]RQWDO�EDUV�DQG�WKH�VWDU�EHWZHHQ�WKHP��7KH�
ZKHHO�DW�WKH�ERWWRP�RI�WKH�VWDU�WULFNV�WKH�H\H�LQWR�QRW�VHHLQJ�WKH�ÀDJ�
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Conclusions

This paper has demonstrated that there are simple, direct, and fair criteria for diagnosing 
the presence of Antisemitism in political cartoons. Given the fact that the Internet is a 
natural environment for viral communication and the fact of a post-literate public, we can 
expect a radical bloom of viral Antisemitism fueled by cartoons. The contagion of 
professional cartoonists in western countries by the image-codes and their resultant 
replication of the codes in their own work can and should be approached as society 
approaches any communicable disease. Basic to the defense against contagion is an 
LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�RI�WKH�YLUDO�VWUDLQV�DQG�RI�WKH�FRQGLWLRQV�DQG�IDFWRUV�LQYROYHG�LQ�WKH�VSUHDG�RI�
the disease. Memetics and the Viral Spread of Antisemitism Through “Coded Messages” 
in Political Cartoons is a beginning. 
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