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Differences in the interpretation of politically relevant facts between cartoonists of opposing political and ideological beliefs are easily recognizable. How these incommensurable viewpoints are projected technically into the cartoon, however, is not as straightforward and is only rarely analyzed from a cognitive perspective (Smith 1996). For example, are causal and other links between political issues depicted in the same fashion across cultures, or do they tend to get deliberately highlighted or blurred? The present study introduces a tool to adequately analyze the cognitive mechanisms of compression typical for the cartoon code in general.

The principal aim of this research is to point at an innovative theoretical framework for the study of (cross-)cultural perspective on humorous discourse and of mechanisms of humor in general. Fauconnier & Turner (1996, 1998, 2002) point at the ubiquity of the phenomenon they introduce as conceptual integration (or blending), partly based on the concept of frame blend (Hofstadter & Gabora 1989). The basic idea is that, when constructing meaning in discourse, 'blended spaces' are built up by bringing together elements of knowledge from two (or more) domains. The resulting blend creates an integrated structure of its own, not provided by the input spaces. Coulson is the first to apply this model of online construction of meaning to the analysis of jokes (2000) and cartoons (in press). These analyses provide convincing proof that blending and frame-shifting are driving forces in the creation of humorous discourse.

The analysis of a corpus of political cartoons which appeared in the days and weeks after the terrorist attacks on American targets on 11th September 2001 and the resulting steps against the Taliban government in Afghanistan shows interesting differences in highlighting between American cartoonists and those from Islam countries.  The conceptual integration model provides an adequate tool to focus on the strategies of compression, metaphor, metonymy and analogy used in one-panel cartoons. Chains of causal and other links are compressed into one single relation in the cartoon blend, yielding a powerful integrated scene. A detailed analysis shows that the manner in which the complex causal relations are projected into the blended image constitutes the core of cross-cultural differences between political cartoons.
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