
6.10 SkillBuilder: Analysing cartoons
6.10.1 Tell me
Historical sources help us understand the way people in the past thought and felt about their lives. The way
we evaluate these sources shapes our understanding of the past.

Analysing cartoons as evidence
Artworks, photographs and illustrations all tell us useful things about the values, attitudes and beliefs of
people in the past. Political cartoons can be powerful evidence of how people thought and felt about their
lives. In the nineteenth century, most cartoons were ink drawings created for newspapers or magazines
to provide humorous or critical comment on current events and issues. (Some of the best cartoons were
able to both amuse and inform.) The Bulletin often used cartoons to promote ideas about republicanism,
White Australia, the ‘bush ethos’, nationalism and trade unionism. Some of the strongest political cartoons
appeared in trade union newspapers such as The Sydney Worker or the Victorian Champion.

Interrogating the source
Care should be taken when analysing any historical source. You should always be prepared to ask questions
about them. In relation to primary sources like political cartoons, these questions might be:• How many people read the publications?• What were the specific events at the time?• How typical were these viewpoints of the period?

Remember, it is reasonable to assume that not all readers of a publication would have agreed with the
opinions expressed in every image, and that there would be a range of views or perspectives on any one
issue.

While cartoons can be very useful sources of evidence, it is important to recognise that they use
caricatures of individuals or groups (exaggerating certain characteristics). They also make fun of political
figures or draw certain types of people in heroic or critical ways. The cartoons that follow show these
techniques.

How to analyse and evaluate a historical source
Step 1
Find out about the past.

Scan the source for information:• Who produced it?• What type of source is it?• When and where was it created?• What subject does it discuss?• What point of view does it put forward?• How is this point of view conveyed? (Think about the images, text, the use of caricature or
stereotypes.)• What is its purpose and audience? (Who was it aimed at? What was it trying to say/what point was it
making?)

This initial analysis is very important and is an excellent starting point for getting familiar with
analysing political cartoons.

Going further: working like a historian
To analyse a cartoon in more detail you can look at the context, draw conclusions about the source and
think about its value as a historical source. The following steps take you through this more complex
analysis.

Pdf_Folio:57

Jacaranda Humanities Alive 9 Victorian Curriculum, Topic 6

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS



Step 2
Provide some context. This involves looking much more closely at who produced the source, when and
where it was made and why it was created.• What was happening at that time and what are the circumstances that led to the creation of this

viewpoint?• What else do you need to find out about that time period to fully appreciate the value of the source?

Step 3
Begin drawing conclusions about the source. This involves thinking about what it suggests about the
people, events or issues of the time.• What does it reveal about the period?• Can you define the particular perspective the source is presenting?• What are the source’s strengths and weaknesses as evidence?• Are there any ideas, images or terms that need further exploration?• Which perspectives are not included?• Whose views have been left out?

Step 4
Determine the source’s value as evidence. You could start by asking yourself how typical it might be.• Compare the source with other material from the period, looking for areas of agreement

(corroboration) or disagreement (contest). Try to establish the reasons for any similarities or
differences.• Ask yourself how you would use the source as evidence to answer a question about the period.• What gaps in information have you found?• What sort of further research is required?

6.10.2 Show me
This process is explored in relation to the SOURCE 1 cartoon.

Step 1

SOURCE 1 Ambrose Dyson, ‘Our Industrial System’, Champion,
14 September 1895. Courtesy State Library of Victoria.

Find out about the past: conduct the
initial analysis.• When and where was it created?

This was drawn by Ambrose
Dyson and published in
Champion on 14 September
1895.• What subject does it discuss?
It is concerned with relations
between workers and employers.• What point of view does it put
forward?

It suggests that workers are
helpless victims of the strength
and greed of competing
employers.• How is this point of view
conveyed? (Think about images,
text, caricature or stereotypes.)

This is conveyed by the size of
the devilish figure of ‘capitalism’, squeezing the worker flat to the board of ‘hunger’ with rents and
interest rates. The worker’s only protection is the weight of the ‘socialist vote’ and the levers of ‘land
tax’ and ‘state credit’.
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• What is its purpose and audience? (Who is it aimed at? What point is it making?)
Dyson is essentially saying that ‘our industrial system’ is unfair and unjust. The cartoon would have

been published not only to gain sympathy for workers but also to inspire support for the labour
movement and unionism.

Going further: working like a historian
Step 2
Determine context.• What was happening at that time and what are the circumstances that led to the creation of this

viewpoint?
The publication Champion was a working-class socialist publication based in Melbourne. Ambrose

Dyson was only 19 years old when he drew this cartoon. The power of this cartoon, however, lies in its
timing: 1895. This marks the end of the period of major strikes that were a disaster for workers and
unions. Working with colonial governments, employers’ associations humiliated unions. Troops and
police were used in confrontations with workers, non-union ‘scab’ labour was employed, union
membership fell and after four years of economic recession more than a third of all workers in
Australian cities were unemployed.

The sense of helpless workers being crushed by capitalism is clearly expressed. The cartoon’s
purpose is possibly to create sympathy for workers while criticising the heartless evil of the ‘industrial
system’ that favours the evil of ‘capitalism’.

Step 3
Draw conclusions.• Can you define the particular perspective the source is presenting?

This cartoon is obviously a fairly extreme, bitter image of despair, published in a radical workers’
newspaper.• What are the source’s strengths and weaknesses as evidence?

Its strength lies in its depiction of the helplessness and vulnerability of many workers at the time
who faced hunger, unemployment and poverty. Its depiction of ‘capitalism’ as the devil is both a
strength and a weakness: it is a strong and memorable image of the ruthless behaviour of employers
during the strikes, but its weakness is that it did not reflect the fact that many employers were
sympathetic to the workers they employed and did their best to keep on as many as possible.• Are there any ideas, images or terms that need further exploration?

With so many workers unemployed at the time, it is possible that such sentiments were widespread,
but more research is needed to confirm this.• Which perspectives are not included? Whose views have been left out?

Positive views of the humanity of employers have been omitted; it is a pessimistic view of the place
of the worker in society.

Step 4
Determine value.• Compare the source with other material from the period, look for areas of agreement (corroboration) or

disagreement (contest) and try to establish the reasons for any similarities or differences. Ask yourself
how you would use the source as evidence to answer a question about the period.

This is obviously one example of working-class despair and pessimism after the great strikes of the
1890s and four years of a severe depression. Its value lies in its expression of the helplessness of
workers and the way in which it blames the evil of capitalist employers for their hardships.• What gaps in information have you found?

We don’t know if the attitudes of this cartoon were typical of the decade or limited to 1895.• What sort of further research is required?
Such an image could be tested by looking at other images of bosses and workers at the time, as well

as by considering working-class wages and conditions. You could also consider images produced
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before the strikes, as well as those made after the formation and early success of the Australian Labour
Party.

6.10.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

6.10 ACTIVITIES
1. Using the questions in the Tell me section, and following the example from the analysis of SOURCE 1,

complete the tasks below for SOURCES 2 and 3. Complete Step 1, and then if you are completing a more
detailed analysis continue to Steps 2, 3 and 4.

Step 1
Make an initial analysis of each based on the information provided.

Going further: working like a historian
Step 2
Context: find out what you can about who produced it, what was happening at the time and why it was created.

Step 3
Draw some conclusions about what the image suggests and whose perspective it is putting forward. What does
it reveal or suggest about the period?

Step 4
Determine its value as evidence: how does it compare with the other sources, including SOURCE 1? What are the
differences and similarities in the way it presents employers, workers and their relationships? How is it useful as
evidence?

SOURCE 2 Livingstone Hopkins, ‘The
Labour Crisis’, Bulletin, 16 August 1890.
Courtesy Monash University Library Rare
Books. This cartoon was on the cover of
the Bulletin in the month the strikes began.
‘Capital: “See here, my man, one of us must
either go back or else lie down and let the
other walk over him. Now which of us shall it
be?” (And that is now the question.)’
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SOURCE 3 Lionel Lindsay, ‘The Forge’, Tocsin, 21 October 1897.
Courtesy State Library of Victoria. The optimism and strength of
the worker has returned. Increasing union membership and the
formation and success of the Labour Party has had an influence.
Nevertheless, there would have been very few blacksmiths still in
operation in 1897.

2. Based on what you have learned in this SkillBuilder, apply your skill in analysing cartoons to answer the
following questions.
a. What do these images suggest about relations between employers and workers?
b. What conclusions can you draw about how workers thought of themselves?
c. How do these cartoons add to our understanding of the results of the strikes of the 1890s?
d. How might employers have felt when these cartoons were published? Do you think that cartoons like this

are effective in putting forward ideas?
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