
Using Political Cartoons to Understand Historical Events  

A cartoon is a way to quickly say how you feel or what you think.  

Presidents have always been looked at through the eyes of the cartoonist.  

  

Drawing a cartoon of the President is the cartoonist’s way of telling the readers something 
about the job of being president. The cartoon at its best is used to simplify and get to the heart 
of the matter.   

  

Intended Grade Level: Upper Elementary and Middle School  

  

Lesson Purpose: This lesson uses political cartoons to engage students in a deeper 
understanding of U.S. and world history and specifically the life and times of Herbert Hoover.  

The Hoover Presidential Library invites students who visit the museum on a 
school field trip to draw political cartoons focusing on President Hoover’s life. 
These cartoons will be displayed on our blog “The Hoover Blackboard.”  

  

Lesson Objectives:  

• To use political cartoons as a device for interpreting events in Herbert Hoover’s life  

• To hone critical-thinking skills  

• To involve students in the process of cartoon analysis  

• To encourage further historical research  

  

Definition: A political cartoon is a drawing or comic strip containing a political or social 
message portraying persons, things, political events or situations, etc., in an exaggerated way.  

  



Activity #1 Captioning History  
Materials:  

• Uncaptioned political cartoon  

• Captioning History Worksheet  

  

Directions for Teacher:  

1. Have students work in pairs or small groups. Give each pair or group an uncaptioned 
version of one of the political cartoons provided.  

2. After completing the worksheet and discussing the historical issue with their partner(s), 
students will brainstorm a caption for their cartoon based on their understanding of 
the historical issue.   

3. Have student groups present their cartoons with captions to the rest of the class.   

How do the captions differ? How are they similar?  

4. Conclude with a class discussion:   

How effective do students think political cartoons are in expressing viewpoints?  

  

  

 

  

  



 
  

Write your caption in the box:  
  

  

Background information:  

Jay “Ding” Darling’s cartoon appeared on November 10, 1928, the week following Herbert  
Hoover’s election. The gentleman handing the pen to president‐elect Hoover is nicknamed  
Uncle Sam. He has already signed the long list, and now it’s Hoover’s turn to sign.  



 

Write your caption in the box:  
  

  

Background information:  

Jay “Ding” Darling’s cartoon appeared on March 4, 1929, the day of Hoover’s inauguration. 
Herbert Hoover took the oath of office promising “…to defend and protect the Constitution of 
the United States.” The man standing behind Herbert Hoover is Uncle Sam, a symbol of the 
United States.  



 

Write your caption in the box:  
  

  

Background information:  

Jay “Ding” Darling’s cartoon was first published on March 24, 1929, during the first month of 
Hoover’s presidency.   

  



Activity #2 Finding Inspiration  

  
Ideas for cartoons can come from published memoirs, newspaper articles, or books. We asked 
Jay Harding to create three original cartoons. His first inspiration came from this excerpt taken 
from “The Memoirs of Herbert Hoover: Years of Adventure, 1874‐1920,” Volume 1.  

Clark and I were anxious to obtain access to the old workings to see the nature of the deposits 
and what the sulphides were like. There were in the hillsides many low tunnels about four feet 
high and three feet wide, preserved fairly well by the hard rock. They had been cut by handtools, 
probably with the help of water poured on the rock after subsequent fires in the fashion of  

 

Hannibal’s road‐building in the Alps. We started to crawl into these tunnels one by one, but 
sooner or later were baffled by falls of the roof. In the last one we entered I, in advance of Clark, 
was crawling on one hand and my knees, carrying a candle in the other hand. By chance I looked 
down into a puddle of water ahead, and there, as big and plain as life loomed the fresh track of 
a tiger. He had been going in. I pointed it out to Clark. To fight a Bengal tiger with a miner’s 
candlestick made no appeal whatever to either of us. With no delay and with steadily increasing 
panic we made for the entrance. The tiger, fortunately, was not of an inquiring turn of mind and 
did not come to greet us. Anyway, we explored no more tunnels. When, later on, we came to 
build a great double track tunnel through which to operate the mines, I named it the Tiger 
tunnel. It provided more room in case of such conflict.   



Activity #2 Finding Inspiration  

Newspaper articles 
can be a source of 
inspiration for 
drawing cartoons, like 
this article published 
in the New York 
World on February 25, 
1930. The article is 
about the opening of 
the school sponsored 
by President and Mrs. 
Hoover for children in 
the Blue Ridge 
Mountains of Virginia, 
who had never had 
the opportunity to 
attend school.   

  

  

  

Ray Burraker, a student attending the new school, 
gave President and Mrs. Hoover a gift of an opossum.  

Can you finish this cartoon by drawing the Hoovers 
accepting Ray’s gift?  

  

  
Jay Harding got his third idea for a cartoon by reading an 
excerpt from The Life of Herbert Hoover: The Engineer, 1874-
1914 written by George H. Nash.  



Activity #2 Finding Inspiration  

    
[Page 54 talks about mining towns in Western Australia.]  

Gradually dwellings made of burlap bags and corrugated iron gave way to more permanent 
structures. In 1898 Coolgardie had twenty‐six hotels, fourteen churches. To the east the twin 
cities of Kalgoorlie and Boulder were also thriving and soon displaced Coolgardie as the 
metropolis of the goldfields. By the beginning of 1898 they had attained a combined population 
of approximately 20,000. In 1897 an impressive stone edifice known as the Palace Hotel was 
erected at Kalgoorlie. Kalgoorlie became known for its remarkable wide streets – wide, it is said, 
because camels will not back up and must have ample space in which to make a U‐turn.  

I wonder what this camel is thinking.  

 

  



Activity #3 Drawing Your Own Cartoons  

Have students pick a historical event from Herbert Hoover’s life that they saw at  Hoover 
Presidential Library‐Museum and draw a political cartoon. Remember, a political cartoon is a 
picture sentence conveying a point of view.  

  
 the    

Try your hand at creating cartoons from the following excerpt.  

Fire and Smoke!  
Saturday afternoon a cauldron of tar which J.C. Hoover was heating for a coating for fence wire 
took fire and immediately great clouds of fire and smoke were sent up, causing much 
excitement among the people of West Branch. Everybody with buckets in hand, rushed pell mell 
for the scene of the conflagration. . . .  [Excerpt taken from page 7 of The Life of Herbert Hoover: 
The Engineer, 1874-1914 written by George H. Nash.]  

  



Activity #3 Drawing Your Own Cartoons  

Have students pick a historical event from Herbert Hoover’s life that they saw at  Hoover 
Presidential Library‐Museum and draw a political cartoon. Remember, a political cartoon is a 
picture sentence conveying a point of view.  

  

 
 the    

Try your hand at creating cartoons from the following excerpt.  

Football for 300!  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



Activity #3 Drawing Your Own Cartoons  

Have students pick a historical event from Herbert Hoover’s life that they saw at  Hoover 
Presidential Library‐Museum and draw a political cartoon. Remember, a political cartoon is a 
picture sentence conveying a point of view.  

  
I found that among the Christmas gifts from the States for the Mission Chinese children were 
four second‐hand regulation footballs. The missionary’s daughter seemed stumped on what to 
do with them. I suggested that, as I was experienced in that line, if they would produce the 
players I would instruct. She produced 300 alert youngsters in usual Chinese dress with loose 
Chinese shoes—but there was snow on the ground. With the aid of the daughter I divided the 
youngsters into two equal squads, instructed them to get the balls to the opposite fences and 
put all four balls into play at once. In a minute 300 pairs of shoes were flying in the air but not 
even stocking feet in the snow slowed up the vitality of those kids. [Excerpt taken from page 44 
of “The Memoirs of Herbert Hoover: Years of Adventure, 1874‐1920,” Volume 1.]  

 
 the      

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



Activity #3 Drawing Your Own Cartoons  

Have students pick a historical event from Herbert Hoover’s life that they saw at  Hoover 
Presidential Library‐Museum and draw a political cartoon. Remember, a political cartoon is a 
picture sentence conveying a point of view.  

  
Try your hand at creating cartoons from the following excerpt.  

#3 Fresh Fish!  
Efficiency began to permeate the entire White House staff. The people of Bangor, Maine, sent a 
fresh salmon to the President, entrusting it to one of their Congressmen. He sent it to the White 
House by messenger, intending to come by later to be photographed with the fish and the 
President. Meanwhile efficiency, working at a mad clip, shuttled the fish to the White House 
kitchen, where its head was removed and it was set aside to be prepared for cooking. All was 
chaos. The congressman wondered what he would say to the folks back home. I felt so sorry for 
him that I decided to make an attempt at saving the situation. I got a needle and thread and 
sewed the head back on the fish’s body. The picture was taken and Maine did not go Democratic 
for three years. [Excerpt taken from pages 284‐285, Starling of the White House by Colonel  
Edmund W. Starling.]  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



 

Activity #4 Analyzing a Political Comic Book  
  

Students will analyze a political comic book prepared for Hoover’s 1928 campaign.  

  

The comic book, summarizing the life of Herbert Hoover from his birth in 1874 to 
his role as president, was produced by Robert W. Satterfield for the Republican  
Party as a political propaganda tool. I am including pages 1‐7 for this activity.  

  

[The following quote is taken from Education Director Mark Adams from the  
Harry S. Truman Library and Museum.]  

When focusing on biography writing, students can view this comic book as an 
example of a unique way of summarizing the life of an individual, rather than using 
a standard essay format. Print off copies of the comic book and have students 
analyze its contents and then brainstorm what parts are effective and how the 
story of this person’s life progresses through the pages. If groups or partners are 
researching famous people, they can use this comic book as an example of sticking 
to basic and interesting facts to provide a quick and effective summary of 
someone’s life. Students could then produce comic books of individuals they are 
studying.  
http://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/teacher_lessons/democomic_lesson.htm  

  

  

  

  

http://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/teacher_lessons/democomic_lesson.htm
http://www.trumanlibrary.org/whistlestop/teacher_lessons/democomic_lesson.htm


 

  

  

  

  



 

  



 

  

  

  



 

  

  

  

  



 

  

  

  

  



 

  

  

  

  



 

  

  

  

  

  



 

Activity #5 Taking a Field Trip  

  

Take a field trip to the Hoover Presidential Library – Museum to observe the life and times of 
Herbert Hoover, and then put your knowledge into a cartoon.  

  

Analyze the collection of political cartoons your students created about Herbert Hoover to 
determine what information is present and what information seems to be missing to the story 
of the event. Students then develop questions as to what more they want or need to know to 
understand the situation the cartoons are addressing.  
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