
BOSS TWEED, 
TAMMANY HALL, 
& POLITICAL MACHINES
POLITICAL CARTOON 
ANALYSIS 



CARTOON 1: ”THE TAMMANY TIGER LOOSE”

Name: ________________________________ Date: ____________ Pd: _______

P o l i t i c a l  M a c h i n e s  &  B o s s  T w e e d :  C a r t o o n  A n a l y s i s

Cartoon Title: “The Tammany Tiger Loose”

Caption: [The Tammany Tiger Loose] “What are you going to do about it?”

Summary: The tiger became the symbol of Tammany Hall, the political machine that ran New York City 
politics and social services in the late 1800s. The leader of Tammany Hall, Boss Tweed, is shown as a 
Roman emperor, watching an arena scene. 

In the arena, a tiger has harmed a woman--and there are two others harmed in the background. These 
women represent government, justice, and commerce. Near the violent scene are other items in 
tatters: a sword labeled “power,” a piece of paper labeled “law,” and  a bowl labeled “ballot.”  

Tammany Hall supported many low-income residents of New York City during hard times. However, 
the political machine was also known for its corruption, as Tammany Hall officials (most famously 
Tweed) made lots of money off the system. 

Artist: Thomas Nast
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CARTOON 2: ”THE ‘BRAINS’”

Name: ________________________________ Date: ____________ Pd: _______

P o l i t i c a l  M a c h i n e s  &  B o s s  T w e e d :  C a r t o o n  A n a l y s i s

Cartoon Title: “The ‘BRAINS" 

Caption: [The Brains] “that achieved the Tammany victory at the Rochester Democratic Convention”

Summary: Political machine leader Boss Tweed represented as having a money-bag for a face. He also 
is wearing a $15,500 diamond stickpin. He has his hands stuffed into his pockets.

Tweed, who controlled New York politics for years, made a profit off his work. He was well-connected 
to iron, gas, and banking corporations. He could promise voters jobs and take kickbacks.  

Artist: Thomas Nast
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CARTOON 3: “In Counting There is Strength”

Name: ________________________________ Date: ____________ Pd: _______

Cartoon Title: “In Counting There is Strength”

Caption: "That's what's the matter" says Boss Tweed. "As long as I count the votes, what are you going 
to do about it? Say?”

Summary: “Illustration shows Boss Tweed leaning on a voting stand labeled ‘The ballot’ and ‘In 
Counting there is strength’ (Library of Congress).  The caption refers to the “questionable counting 
procedures” used in New York politics in the late 1800s (University of Texas).

The Tammany Hall political machine greatly assisted residents in poverty in New York with jobs, food, 
and other social services. In return, the political machine expected its voters, especially immigrants, to 
show up and vote for their candidates on election day. For instance, Tammany leaders would send 
cards to voters’ homes if they hadn’t voted by late afternoon.

Artist: Thomas Nast

P o l i t i c a l  M a c h i n e s  &  B o s s  T w e e d :  C a r t o o n  A n a l y s i s
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CARTOON 4: “UNDER THE THUMB”

Name: ________________________________ Date: ____________ Pd: _______

Cartoon Title: “Under the Thumb” 

Caption: “The Boss: ‘Well, what are you going to do about it?”

Summary: Cartoon shows a massive thumb that belongs to Boss Tweed. Notice the cufflink on 
his sleeve is labeled with his name! 

Underneath Boss Tweed’s thumb is a smashed New York. In the front of the cartoon, New Jersey 
is shown thriving with lots of homes and businesses. New Jersey is the example of a Tammany-
free government. Tweed famously challenged his critics by saying, “Well, what are you going to 
do about it?” when people tried to confront him for his corruption. 

Tweed, as the leader of the Tammany Hall political machine, ruled New York. While he gave 
food, fuel, and jobs to poor residents in New York, his antics cost the public tens of millions of 
dollars. 

Artist: Thomas Nast

P o l i t i c a l  M a c h i n e s  &  B o s s  T w e e d :  C a r t o o n  A n a l y s i s
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CARTOON 5: 
“WHO STOLE THE PEOPLE’S MONEY?...’TWAS HIM.”

Name: ________________________________ Date: ____________ Pd: _______

Title: “Who Stole the People’s Money?”

Caption: “Who Stole the People’s Money? Do Tell……….’Twas Him.”

Summary: The New York Times ran a series of stories (and cartoons!) exposing the corruption of 
Boss Tweed and the Tammany Hall political machine. Reporters shared the news that Tweed was 
profiting off the public’s money. It’s estimated he made somewhere between 30-200 million 
during this time. 

The cartoon shows a group of men standing in a ring/circle, all pointing to the man beside him. 
The men are labeled, many with names of companies and men who assisted in the workings and 
profited from Tammany Hall. For instance, these people took inflated contracts, extorted others, 
took or gave kickbacks, etc. The question is “Who stole the people’s money?” All are denying the 
claim and blaming someone else. Boss Tweed can be recognized by his suit, hat, and diamond 
stick pin on his chest.

Artist: Thomas Nast

P o l i t i c a l  M a c h i n e s  &  B o s s  T w e e d :  C a r t o o n  A n a l y s i s
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CARTOON 6: 
“THE BOSS STILL HAS THE REINS”

Name: ________________________________ Date: ____________ Pd: _______

Cartoon Title: “The Boss Still Has the Reins”

Summary: Cartoon shows Boss Tweed holding the reins of two horses. One is labeled 
“Democrat” and one is labeled “Republican.” In addition to the reins, Tweed is holding and 
waving a whip in the air. There are men in his carriage. One is the mayor of New York City. The 
carriage says “Tammany” on the side and has a tiger (the symbol of Tammany Hall) on it. 

This cartoon was published right before an election. 

Artist: Thomas Nast

P o l i t i c a l  M a c h i n e s  &  B o s s  T w e e d :  C a r t o o n  A n a l y s i s
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CARTOON 7: 
“TO THE VICTOR BELONGS THE SPOILS”

Name: ________________________________ Date: ____________ Pd: _______

Caption: ”What are you laughing at? To the Victor Belongs the Spoils.”

Summary: For years, the New York Times and Harper’s Weekly published articles and political 
cartoons (like these by Thomas Nast) to reveal the corruption of the Tammany Hall political 
machine. These publications damaged and weakened the political machine. The cartoon shows a 
“chastened” Boss Tweed in front of his collapsing organization. (Notice the broken pillars.)

According to the Ohio State University, “Boss Tweed, the beleaguered gladiator, pretends bravado, 
insisting that the spoils—in this case the treasury of New York City—still goes to the victor, no matter 
how battered. Nast’s cartoon is both a crow of victory and a warning that the battle is not finally 
won.”

Artist: Thomas Nast

P o l i t i c a l  M a c h i n e s  &  B o s s  T w e e d :  C a r t o o n  A n a l y s i s
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Identify the cartoon caption or title. List the objects or people you see in the 
cartoon.

Which words or phrases in the cartoon 
appear to be the most significant? Why?

Which of the objects in the cartoons are 
symbols? What do they symbolize?

List adjectives that describe the emotions 
portrayed in the cartoon. (Are there facial 
expressions? Body language? Emotive words?)

Explain the message of the cartoon.

How might Boss Tweed respond to this portrayal of corruption during the Gilded Age?

DIRECTIONS: Pick two of the cartoons provided. With a partner, analyze the cartoon and fill out 
the charts.

Name: ________________________________ Date: ____________ Pd: _______

P o l i t i c a l  M a c h i n e s  &  B o s s  T w e e d :  C a r t o o n  A n a l y s i s

WHICH CARTOON ARE YOU ANALYZING? __________
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Identify the cartoon caption or title. List the objects or people you see in the 
cartoon.

Which words or phrases in the cartoon 
appear to be the most significant? Why?

Which of the objects in the cartoons are 
symbols? What do they symbolize?

List adjectives that describe the emotions 
portrayed in the cartoon. (Are there facial 
expressions? Body language? Emotive words?)

Explain the message of the cartoon.

How might Boss Tweed respond to this portrayal of corruption during the Gilded Age?

Analyze your SECOND cartoon on this page!

Name: ________________________________ Date: ____________ Pd: _______

P o l i t i c a l  M a c h i n e s  &  B o s s  T w e e d :  C a r t o o n  A n a l y s i s

WHICH CARTOON ARE YOU ANALYZING? __________
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DIRECTIONS: Based on your understanding of the Gilded Age, political machines, and Boss 
Tweed, answer the questions below. 

Name: ________________________________ Date: ____________ Pd: _______

P o l i t i c a l  M a c h i n e s  &  B o s s  T w e e d :  S u m m a r y  Q u e s t i o n s

1. Based on what you learned, how did political machines operate during the Gilded Age? 
What did they do to keep their power? What tactics did they use?

2. How might a resident of New York City feel about Boss Tweed and Tammany Hall? How 
might a citizen of New York City feel about politics in general during this time period?

3. If you were a leader in New York City during the time of Tammany Hall, how would you 
propose stopping Boss Tweed? What opposition might you face?

4. When the New York Times and Harper’s Weekly exposed Boss Tweed, he allegedly said, “I 
don't care a straw for your newspaper articles; my constituents don’t know how to read, 
but they can’t help seeing them [darned] pictures!" How might cartoons be a surprisingly 
effective way to expose corruption during this time period?
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Use this activity to help students understand how political machines (like Tammany Hall) 
functioned.

• Introduce the terms political machine, Boss Tweed, and Tammany Hall.

• Have students work in partners or alone.

• Give students access to all of the cartoons.

• Instruct them to complete the analysis chart for two of the provided cartoons.
• I like to let students choose the ones they are most interested in. I normally see that 

students view all of the cartoons and pick up on the overall themes right away. 

• If you desire, have students complete the summarizing questions at the end.

• Some years, I have students present the cartoons. Or, we go over some of the cartoons as 
a class. 

Note: The cartoons are from Library of Congress. 

CO N N EC T  W I T H  M E
T H A N K S  S O  M U C H  for purchasing this activity! 
F O L L O W  M Y  T P T  S T O R E  here to learn when I post new resources, update 
activities, host giveaways, or throw a sale on timesaving, engaging Social Studies 
resources!

E A R N  T P T  C R E D I T S by leaving feedback on TpT! You’ll earn credit toward future 
purchases. Plus, I love hearing how teachers used these resources with their students! 

S U G G E S T IO N S  F O R  U S E

C O P Y R I G H T S  reserved to Social Studies with Ms. Mc. All rights reserved by the 
author. Purchasing this activity includes only a single-use license.

It is a violation for individuals, schools, and districts to redistribute, edit, sell, or post this item on the 
internet or provide it to others. Disregarding this copyright is strictly forbidden and a violation of the 
Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA).

T E R M S  O F  U S E

Y O U  M AY : Y O U  M AY  N O T :

• Use and make copies for personal classroom 
use by a single teacher. 

• Use this with password-protected, secured 
websites if limited to your students only. 

• Share preview images of this product in your 
blog posts, social media, etc. if cited and 
linked directly to the product in my TpT 
Store. 

• Sell or distribute this product or any part of 
this product. 

• Share or post on any open websites, blogs, 
etc. 

• Use this resource on OutSchool unless you 
have received express permission from the 
author to do so. 

• Edit, revise, or combine this product with 
something else to sell as your own product. 

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Sellers-Im-Following/Add/Msmcmillan

