Interpreting Visual Sources


Interpreting Cartoons 


Most students enjoy interpreting political cartoons as a change of pace from written text. However, students may have some difficulty interpreting their message. The SOAPS method of analysis is helpful here. As students determine the subject, occasion, audience, purpose, and speaker (or in the case of a cartoon, the artist or publisher), they are able to look beyond the superficialities of the drawing. 


Political cartoons have an additional set of questions that need to be asked and answered before a student can fully understand their purpose and intended impact. Many of the entries in the cartoon-specific suggestions that follow overlap the SOAPS method. 


· Title: Most political cartoons have a title that provides insight into the topic. What does the title reveal about the topic (subject) and the message (purpose)? 

· Event/issue: What event or issue is represented in the cartoon? The date can be helpful in determining this.

· Symbols: Many, if not most, political cartoons contain symbols to help get the speaker’s (cartoonist’s or publisher’s) point across. 

· What do the symbols mean? 

· How are they used? 

· What is their relevance? 

· Caricatures: Political cartoons use exaggeration. 

· What is being exaggerated in the document? 

· Do the caricatures represent real people? 

· Who are they? 

· Why are they depicted as they are? 

· Are there stereotypes? How exaggerated are they? 

· How does the stereotype indicate the artist’s or publisher’s bias? 

· Point of View: Every political cartoon has a message. Determining point of view will help students understand the complexities involved in this medium. Is the cartoon’s viewpoint positive or negative? 

· Bias: Usually the name of the artist of publisher indicated. Both can offer insight into the bias of the cartoon. For example, what might you assume about the bias of a cartoon in the New York Times versus one in the American Spectator? 

· Motivation: Why was the cartoon printed (occasion)? Was its purpose to motivate or change the opinion of those who viewed it (audience)? 

· Message (purpose): What conclusions does the cartoonist want the reader to reach? What is the message?
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Context: Once students have determined the answers to these questions, they need to incorporate their own knowledge of the subject and the time period to place the cartoon into a larger context. For example, the Join, or Die cartoon is given as an example here. A knowledgeable student, however, will know that Ben Franklin drew this cartoon in 1754 as part of his presentation for the Albany "Plan of Union" A more advanced student will even indicate the symbolism of the snake as a version of a colonial axiom, that a snake cut into pieces would come alive if it were put back together again before sunset. While the cartoon was drawn for a different time and purpose, its message anticipated the feelings of the revolutionary era. 
Reading Charts and Graphs 

Graphs and charts help clarify the meaning of complicated or statistical data, and in fact, most students find reading charts and graphs to be relatively easy. The problem, however, is that they sometimes misinterpret the material, have difficulty relating it to the question at hand, or take the information at face value without understanding that such data can be manipulated to achieve the results the author wants. Students also tend to rush through this visual information rather than taking a systematic approach to dissect the document. Such an approach to reading charts and graphs might include the following: 

Read the title to determine the subject. 

· Review the legend or key to discern what the symbols in the graph or chart indicate.

· Look at the vertical and horizontal axes to determine what each side represents. 

· Ask simple questions regarding the chart. Using the example below, the student might ask him- or herself, “What was the Native American Population in the United States in 1492?” and so on. After a few such questions, the student should then:
· Look at the big picture. What is the main idea and what are the main details in the graph or chart? What conclusion is to be drawn? In this case, it’s that the Native American population declined dramatically as the non-Native population rose. 

· Draw inferences. In the case of this graph, a non-Native population is not shown before 1700. Students should know, however, that Europeans began settling in the New World after Columbus’s exploration and that the first white settlement in the United States was 1519 in St. Augustine. Therefore it’s safe to say that from the beginning of the White settlement in the United States, Native population declined. Also, while Europeans emigrated in great numbers, the Native population was comparatively wiped out. 

· Incorporate historical thinking into the context of the chart or graph. Why did the Native population decline with the advance of the Europeans? (warfare, disease, etc.) 

· Examine further. Does the information on the graph or chart fit with the general historical “truth?” If not, evaluate the evidence further. 
· 
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Evaluating Maps 

Maps are another way to visualize information. Anyone who watches presidential election coverage is all too aware of the significance of the red state/blue state map. As Jules Benjamin notes in his Student’s Guide to History: 

History is often displayed on maps. The landscape of history is one of its most fundamental settings. The rise and fall of empires, the course of wars, the growth of cities, the development of trade routes, and much more can be traced on maps of large areas. . . To read a map, you must learn the key, which translates the symbols used on the map. A line on a map may be a road, a river, or a gas pipeline. The key tells you which it is. The scale of a map tells you the actual distance of the area the map represents. Maps are an important aid to understanding history because they display the physical relationship between places. (A Student’s Guide to History, 2007) 

Here are some general tips for interpreting maps: 


· Maps can help us understand how, historically, cultures have viewed each other and the greater world of which they are a part. Such an approach helps us to realize that the map makers of the sixteenth century were neither ignorant nor lacking the tools to create accurate maps; they were in fact making images that represented the best knowledge of their time. Maps, in other words, have a perspective and are rich sources of information about the beliefs and environment of their creators.

· Maps, modern or antique, should be examined with the same care as any other historical source. Determine first the author of the map, the date it was produced, and the general purpose for which the map may have been designed. A map designed for sixteenth-century explorers will include details vastly different from one created for nineteenth-century tourists.

· Next, determine the type of map you are examining. The more common varieties of maps are raised relief, topographic, political, contour-line, natural resource, military, weather, satellite photographic, artifact, and bird’s-eye view. Also examine the techniques used for printing and producing the map. Was it sketched by hand? Was it generated from photographic or computer data sources? Was the map intended for mass distribution or rendered once for a specific purpose? 

· Maps typically contain features that aid in their use. Look on the map for a compass (noting north, south, west, and east), a scale (showing the relationship between distances on the map to actual distances), and a legend or key (relating special symbols or coloring to specific information). Most maps also contain a title that will give important clues as to the map’s purpose, the name of its author, and the date it was produced.

· Antique maps are often rich and graphical. Look for a cartouche or decorative frame around most older maps. Royal insignia or coats of arms usually signify land claims. Detailed depictions of local animal life and human cultures can also be found on many maps. The oceans are often populated with fanciful and real beasts, notable currents or storm systems, as well as the ships of various nations. 

· For each map, try to determine what information the cartographer, or map maker, considered most important. What questions does this map answer? How does this information supplement the material in your textbook or lecture class? How might the events of the historical period you are studying have influenced or been influenced by the geography represented on the map? What information was not included on the map? What questions has this omission left unanswered? 
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