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Social Studies, Geography & History 

The Sikh Heritage Museum of Canada - OESSA 

 
The Komagata Maru and Political Cartoons 

James Steeves 

History, Grade 8: Canada, a Changing Society, 1890-1914 
 
B1. Application: analyse key similarities and differences between Canada in 1890–1914 and in the 
present day, with reference to the experiences of and major challenges facing different groups and/or 
individuals, and to some of the actions Canadians have taken to improve their lives (FOCUS ON: 
Continuity and Change; Historical Perspective) 
B2. Inquiry: use the historical inquiry process to investigate perspectives of different groups on some 
significant events, developments, and/or issues that affected Canada and/or Canadians between 1890 
and 1914 (FOCUS ON: Historical Perspective; Historical Significance) 
B3. Understanding Historical Context: describe various significant events, developments, and people in 
Canada between 1890 and 1914, and explain their impact (FOCUS ON: Historical Significance; Cause and 
Consequence) 

 
Minds On 
Arrange students in three groups. Provide each group with a piece of chart paper and markers (a 
different colour for each group). Assign one of the following concepts to each group and have them 
write the word in the center: 

• Citizenship 
• Immigration 
• Culture  

Ask students to write down words and ideas related to their assigned concept. After about 4 minutes, 
have groups rotate to another chart paper and add to the previous group’s words and ideas. Continue 
this process until groups are back where they started. Ask each group to share some of the words and 
ideas that are most common, and any interesting observations that they notice. 
 
Assessment: make sure that all students have an opportunity to share their ideas. It might help to discuss 
small group norms before the activity. 

Action 

Provide each group with the images of the Komagata Maru. Ask students to create a chart with the four 
sections: 

• What do I observe? 
• What do I infer? 
• What do I know? 
• What questions do I have? 
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Explain to students the difference between an observation and an inference. Observations are based 
only what they can actually see in the images. Inferences are guesses that students make based on their 
observations and prior experience. Students should write down their responses on post-it notes so that 
they can move them around during the process. 

 After each group has shared their predictions, allow students time to explore the 3D image of the ship 
(available at https://sketchfab.com/models/a402fea192f244e1b247cf40fa7e6628 ) and the Komagata 
Journey website at http://komagatamarujourney.ca/). Students can begin to move post-its into the 
“What do I know?” section of their chart paper, and they should start adding their own questions as 
well. Have groups share their charts with the class, and share any questions that they have developed. 

Tell students that they will be analyzing continuities and changes in how immigration is perceived in 
Canada, with a focus on how Sikh Canadians have been depicted in political cartoons from 1914 and 
from present day. Provide students with the worksheet “Techniques of Cartooning”, and review the 
features found in the “Child Canada Takes her First Steps” cartoon. 

Explain that political cartoons express a particular point of view which will often be controversial. While 
these cartoons are intended to pose new ideas or criticize a point of view, there are some things that 
are inappropriate in political cartoons. Ask students what they think are some things that should not be 
in a political cartoon. Record their responses on chart paper. Some things that they might consider are:  

• discriminatory ideas or images 
• inaccurate information 
• offensive and inappropriate words or symbols 

 
Have students look over the Komagata Maru cartoons. Students should choose one of the cartoons and 
identify the features of political cartoons using the worksheet “Features of Political Cartoons”. Have 
students add comments about whether or not the cartoon involves any of the inappropriate things 
mentioned earlier. Students should then join others who worked on the same cartoon and share their 
responses, and then share their results as a group to the rest of the class. 

Now have students choose one of the three modern cartoons. What are some of the issues raised by the 
cartoon (intentionally or unintentionally)? Have students conduct research about the cartoon and any 
issues related to it, and apply the same questions that they used for the other cartoons. They should use 
a copy of “Features of Political Cartoons” as well as the “Continuity and Change” worksheet. 

Have students stand in groups according to the cartoon that they looked at. Create new groups of 3, so 
that all 3 looked at a different cartoon, and have them share their findings in turn with the group (or 
groups of two if the three groups are not the same size). 

As a culminating task, ask students to reconsider the chart paper that they created at the beginning for 
Citizenship, Immigration, and Culture. Ask students to create a political cartoon about their point of view 
related to an issue raised during the unit, either about the Sikh immigration, Sikh culture, or other issues 
raised about being Canadian, immigration, and culture. Have students apply the same questions about 
features and appropriate content that they have applied to the other cartoons, using the “Features of 
Political Cartoons” worksheet. 

https://sketchfab.com/models/a402fea192f244e1b247cf40fa7e6628
http://komagatamarujourney.ca/
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Assessment: keep anecdotal notes and have students keep a two-way reflection journal or ideas 
notebook, recording their inferences and inquiries. Provide feedback in their journals. Look for detailed 
notes about their topic, accurate application of features of cartooning, and analysis of continuities and 
changes. 

Note: the various political cartoons may be offensive to some students; take time to consider how 
students might be affected by cartoons, and perhaps seek the advice of community members. You could 
also choose other examples that are more relevant for your community. 

Consolidation/Debrief 

Display student cartoons in a long hallway or around the classroom. Conduct a gallery walk of their 
work. Split the class in half and have one half of the students stand by their cartoon and share their 
ideas, while the other half looks at the cartoons around the room. Then have students switch roles. 
Then have students write a short reflection of their work using a reflection journal. 

Assessment: students reflect on their work in their reflection journal; teachers use the rubric to assess the 
culminating task. 
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Techniques of Cartooning 

 
Cartoon from Charles and Cynthia Hou (1997), Great Canadian Political Cartoons, 1820-1914. Moody’s Lookout Press, Vancouver. 

Caption: A sentence or phrase that is the title for the cartoon. 
 
Examples: “Child Canada Takes Her First Steps.” Mother Britannia is granting independence to a 
young Canada, while Uncle Sam (the United States) waits to take control. 
Label: Words in the drawing to identify people or objects.  
 
Examples: “Canada” is written across the child’s dress to identify the child as Canada. 
Relative Size: Figures are drawn much larger or much smaller than others.  
 
Examples: Uncle Sam (The United States) and Mother Britannia (England) are both much larger than 
the child (Canada) to indicate their power and maturity as nations. 
Light and Dark: Use of dark shading and white space to create an effect.  
 
Examples: the dark figures of Uncle Same and Mother Britannia contrast with the white space above 
the child, creating focus and tension. 
Composition: The arrangement or location of figures or objects in the cartoon.  
 
Examples: Uncle Same and Mother Britannia act as ‘book ends’ to the table and the child, so that one 
directs one’s eyes towards the middle. 
Symbolism: A sign or object to represent something else.  
 
Examples: Uncle Sam has long been a symbol of the United States; Mother Britannia is often a symbol 
for England at this time. Canada at the time is often symbolized by a young child or a young woman. 
Caricature: A distorted, oversimplified or exaggerated representation of a figure.  
 
Examples: Uncle Sam is usually drawn as tall and lanky, with a tall hat and long beard; Mother 
Britannia is shown as a large, motherly character. Canada is shown as a small child. 
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Features of Political Cartoons 

Name:            Cartoon Title: 
A. Techniques of Cartooning 
Caption: A sentence or phrase that is the title for the cartoon. 
 
Examples: 
Label: Words in the drawing to identify people or objects.  
 
Examples:  
Relative Size: Figures are drawn much larger or much smaller than others.  
 
Examples: 
Light and Dark: Use of dark shading and white space to create an effect.  
 
Examples: 
Composition: The arrangement or location of figures or objects in the cartoon.  
 
Examples: 
Symbolism: A sign or object to represent something else.  
 
Examples:  
Caricature: A distorted, oversimplified or exaggerated representation of a figure.  
 
Examples: 
 
B. Meaning of Cartoon 
1. What is the main message of the cartoon? Refer to the techniques of cartooning as evidence for your 
claims. 
 
 
2. What is the central tension or problem highlighted by the cartoon? 
 

 

3. What are some issues related to the cartoon? Include any research that you have conducted. 

 

 

4. Is the cartoon inappropriate in any of the ways discussed earlier? Use the class criteria in your answer. 

 

 

5. What are some other ways that the artist could have made the same point? 
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Continuity and Change 
Student:    Cartoon:    Class: 

 

1. What are some issues related to the cartoon? 

 

 

 

2. What are some of the significant systems, ideas, or values that have stayed the same or changed over 
time? 

 

 

 

3. Why have these systems, ideas, or values stayed the same or changed? 

 

 

 

4. Which people or groups benefit from these continuities or changes? 

 

 

 

5. What do these continuities or changes tell us about the past? What larger themes, stories, or issues 
do they suggest? 
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Political Cartoon Check-Bric 
Student:     Group:     Class: 

1. Basic Requirements 
Does the cartoon include … Met Not Yet 
... sufficient accurate details and ideas about the time period?   
… effective use of the features of political cartoons (caption, label, relative size, 
light and dark, composition, symbolism, caricature)? 

  

… a completed “Features of Political Cartoons” worksheet, with descriptions of 
issues involved? 

  

… a completed “Continuity and Change” worksheet, with analysis of continuities 
and changes with respect to citizenship, immigration, and culture in Canada? 

  

 
2. History 
Do you demonstrate … Rating Scale Comments/suggestions 
… knowledge and understanding of concepts 
and vocabulary related to Canada (1890-1914?) 
 

 1  2  3  4  

… an ability to communicate historical 
information clearly and effectively? 
 

 1  2  3  4 

… an ability to analyze and interpret historical 
cartoons and draw conclusions? 
 

 1  2  3  4 

… an ability to apply the concept of continuity 
and change to a variety of cartoons effectively? 
 

 1  2  3  4 

FINAL MARK (HISTORY): 

3. Media Literacy 
Do you demonstrate … Rating Scale Comments/suggestions 
… knowledge of the features of cartooning 
(caption, labels, relative size, dark and light, 
composition, symbolism, caricature)? 

 1  2  3  4  

… an ability to communicate ideas clearly and 
effectively, using  strategies and techniques or 
cartooning? 

 1  2  3  4 

… an ability to organize information and 
elements within their cartoon effectively? 
 

 1  2  3  4 

… an ability to apply techniques of cartooning 
to new contexts? 
 

 1  2  3  4 

FINAL MARK (DRAMA): 
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Cartoons from 1914 
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Cartoons from 1914 
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Cartoons from 1914 
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Cartoons from 1914 
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Modern Cartoon Worksheet 

Choose one of the following cartoons to work with and follow the instructions. 

Modern Cartoon #1 
Tim Dolighan, published in the Vancouver Sun, 
May, 2017, about National Defence Minister 
Harjit Singh Sajjan. 
 

 
 
1. Conduct some research about this cartoon 
depicting National Defence Minister Harjit 
Singh Saigan. Who was he? What was the 
cartoon about, and why did it upset so many 
people? 
2. What does the cartoon suggest about 
continuities and changes in how Sikhs are 
perceived in Canada ? 
3. Complete a “Features of Political Cartoons” 
worksheet. 

Modern Cartoon #2: 
Vishavjit Singh, from  Sikhtoons.com (obtained 
from 
https://www.flowjournal.org/2016/12/shake-
my-turban/ 

 
1. This cartoon is a parody of the famous 
painting by Grant Wood called “American 
Gothic.” Look up the painting and list some of 
the traditional American values portrayed by 
the painting. 
2. Now look at the cartoon by Vishavjit Singh. 
What is the artist saying about the role of 
Sikhs in American culture? Does this cartoon 
show any continuities or changes in how Sikhs 
are perceived today (compared to 1914)? 
Complete a “Features of Political Cartoons” 
worksheet. 

Modern Cartoon #3: 
Dalbir Singh, Sikhpark. 
https://mashable.com/2015/12/07/sikh-park-
south-park/#6tbyvnex85qU 
 

 
 
1. This cartoon is one of many by Dalbir Singh 
in his parody of the popular series, South 
Park, by Trey Parker and Matt Stone. What is 
the artist saying about Sikh culture in Canada 
and the United States?  
2. Does this cartoon show any continuities or 
changes in how Sikhs are perceived today 
(compared to 1914)? 
3. Complete a “Featues of Political Cartoons” 
worksheet. 

https://www.flowjournal.org/2016/12/shake-my-turban/
https://www.flowjournal.org/2016/12/shake-my-turban/
https://mashable.com/2015/12/07/sikh-park-south-park/#6tbyvnex85qU
https://mashable.com/2015/12/07/sikh-park-south-park/#6tbyvnex85qU
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Komagata Maru Images (from the model, and from the Vancouver Public Library archives) 
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Komagata Maru Images (from the model, and from the Vancouver Public Library archives) 
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Komagata Maru Images (from the model, and from the Vancouver Public Library archives) 
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Primary Sources about the Komagata Maru 
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Primary Sources about the Komagata Maru 

 



Ontario Elementary Social Studies Teachers Association, 2018        www.oessta-teachers.ca                        18               
 

Primary Sources about the Komagata Maru 
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Ontario Elementary Social Studies Teachers Association, 2018        www.oessta-teachers.ca                        20               
 

Primary Sources about the Komagata Maru 
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Primary Sources about the Komagata Maru 

 



Ontario Elementary Social Studies Teachers Association, 2018        www.oessta-teachers.ca                        22               
 

 


