
Workshop: Objectivity, Information and Balance

Visual Literacy and Interpretation

If you haven’t already, start by introducing yourselves to each other around the table.

On your table is a public painting or graphic that tells a story for all to see and “read.”

Together begin to read the story. And consider together the following questions. Take
notes as you go.

What is going on here? 

What is happening around the image? Who are the various “characters”?

What are they’re relationships to one another?

As far as you can tell who are the audience(s) for this art?

As far as you can tell how does the artist feel about the story?

What would the story look like from another perspective?

Are there similar situations that you’ve encountered or know about from your life, studies,
family stories, etc. that relates in some way to the story being told?









Workshop: Objectivity, Information and Balance

Balance

The terms “fair and balanced” have quite a currency these days. Balance as a concept has
pervaded mainstream journalism and even teaching, but what does balance mean? The
following exercise hopes to begin to open up such questions. This station may be chal-
lenging, but work together to do as much as you can with what you have.

1) Read the passages on the table.

2) Attempt to write a news report covering these as if they were speeches given in direct
opposition to one another.

3) Then consider together the following questions:

Where does the balance lie between these two sides?

What is missing? 

What voices are missing?

4) Be prepared to talk with the whole some of your thoughts on balance.



"The 'Mudsill' Theory," by James Henry Hammond
From a Speech delivered to the U.S. Senate, March 4, 1858. Hammond was a White
Senator representing South Carolina. He was Governor of South Carolina 1842-1844
and plantation owner.

“In all social systems there must be a class to do the menial duties, to perform the
drudgery of life. That is, a class requiring but a low order of intellect and but little skill. Its
requisites are vigor, docility, fidelity. Such a class you must have, or you would not have
that other class which leads progress, civilization, and refinement. It constitutes the very
mud-sill of society and of political government; and you might as well attempt to build a
house in the air, as to build either the one or the other, except on this mud-sill.
Fortunately for the South, she found a race adapted to that purpose to her hand. A race
inferior to her own, but eminently qualified in temper, in vigor, in docility, in capacity to
stand the climate, to answer all her purposes. We use them for our purpose, and call them
slaves. We found them slaves by the common "consent of mankind," which, according to
Cicero, "lex naturae est." The highest proof of what is Nature's law. We are old-fashioned
at the South yet; slave is a word discarded now by "ears polite;" I will not characterize
that class at the North by that term; but you have it; it is there; it is everywhere; it is
eternal.

The Senator from New York said yesterday that the whole world had abolished slavery.
Aye, the name, but not the thing; all the powers of the earth cannot abolish that. God only
can do it when he repeals the fiat, "the poor ye always have with you;" for the man who
lives by daily labor, and scarcely lives at that, and who has to put out his labor in the
market, and take the best he can get for it; in short, your whole hireling class of manual
laborers and "operatives," as you call them, are essentially slaves. The difference between
us is, that our slaves are hired for life and well compensated; there is no starvation, no
begging, no want of employment among our people, and not too much employment
either. Yours are hired by the day, not cared for, and scantily compensated, which may be
proved in the most painful manner, at any hour in any street in any of your large towns.
Why, you meet more beggars in one day, in any single street of the city of New York, than
you would meet in a lifetime in the whole South. We do not think that whites should be
slaves either by law or necessity. Our slaves are black, of another and inferior race. The
status in which we have placed them is an elevation. They are elevated from the condition
in which God first created them, by being made our slaves. None of that race on the
whole face of the globe can be compared with the slaves of the South. They are happy,
content, unaspiring, and utterly incapable, from intellectual weakness, ever to give us any
trouble by their aspirations. Yours are white, of your own race; you are brothers of one
blood. They are your equals in natural endowment of intellect, and they feel galled by
their degradation. Our slaves do not vote. We give them no political power. Yours do
vote, and, being the majority, they are the depositories of all your political power. If they
knew the tremendous secret, that the ballot-box is stronger than "an army with banners,"
and could combine, where would you be? Your society would be reconstructed, your
government overthrown, your property divided, not as they have mistakenly attempted to
initiate such proceedings by meeting in parks, with arms in their hands, but by the quiet
process of the ballot-box. You have been making war upon us to our very hearthstones.”



'Toussaint L'Ouverture' A lecture by Wendell Phillips
Selection from a speech given December 1861, in New York and Boston. Phillips was a
white lawyer and president of the Anti-slavery Society

“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN: I have been requested to offer you a sketch made
some years since, of one of the most remarkable men of the last generation—the great St.
Domingo chief, Toussaint l’Ouverture, an unmixed Negro, with no drop of white blood
in his veins. My sketch is at once a biography and an argument—a biography, of course
very brief, of a Negro soldier and statesman, which I offer you as an argument in behalf of
the race from which he sprung. I am about to compare and weigh races indeed, I am
engaged tonight in what you will think the absurd effort to convince you that the Negro
race, instead of being that object of pity or contempt which we usually consider it, is
entitled, judged by the facts of history, to a place close by the side of the Saxon. Now
races love to be judged in two ways—by the great men they produce, and by the average
merit of the mass of the race. We Saxons are proud of Bacon, Shakespeare, Hampden,
Washington, Franklin, the stars we have lent to the galaxy of history; and then we turn
with equal pride to the average merit of Saxon blood, since it streamed from its German
home. So, again, there are three tests by which races love to be tried. The first, the basis of
all, is courage—the element which says, here and today, “This continent is mine, from the
Lakes to the Gulf: let him beware who seeks to divide it!” And the second is the
recognition that force is doubled by purpose; liberty regulated by law is the secret of
Saxon progress. And the third element is persistency, endurance; first a purpose, then
death or success. Of these three elements is made that Saxon pluck which has placed our
race in the van of modern civilization.

In the hours you lend me tonight, I attempt the Quixotic effort to convince you that the
Negro blood, instead of standing at the bottom of the list, is entitled, if judged either by
its great men or its masses, either by its courage, its purpose, or its endurance, to a place
as near ours as any other blood known in history. And, for the purpose of my argument, I
take an island, St. Domingo, about the size of South Carolina, the third spot in America
upon which Columbus places his foot. Charmed by the magnificence of its scenery and
fertility of its soil, he gave it the fondest of all names, Hispaniola, Little Spain. His
successor, more pious, rebaptized it from St. Dominic, St. Domingo; and when the
blacks, in 1803, drove our white blood from its surface, they drove our names with us, and
began the year 1804 under the old name, Hayti, the land of mountains. It was originally
tenanted by filibusters, French and Spanish, of the early commercial epoch, the pirates of
that day as of ours. The Spanish took the eastern tow thirds, the French the western third
of the island, and they gradually settled into colonies. The French, to whom my story
belongs, be-came the pet colony of the motherland. Guarded by peculiar privileges,
enriched by the scions of wealthy houses, aided by the unmatched fertility of the soil, it
soon was the richest gem in the Bourbon crown; and at the period to which I call your
attention, about the era of our Constitution, 1789, its wealth was almost incredible. The
effeminacy of the white race rivaled that of the Sybarite of antiquity, while the splendor of
their private life outshone Versailles, and their luxury found no mate but in the mad
prodigality of the Caesars.”



Workshop: Objectivity, Information and Balance

Visual Data

Graphs are visual representations of statistics. In his autobiography Mark Twain wrote
"There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies and statistics."We’ve probably all heard
that or something like it. But one question we might ask here is: In what ways is this true
and what ways not so true.

You have before you two sets of visual data (graphs). One from today's New York Times
Business Section showing the Dow Jones Industrial Average over the last thirty-five years,
and another “CEO Pay as a Multiple of Average Worker Pay 1960-2000” from United for
a Fair Economy’s workshop “The Growing Divide.”

1) Study these graphs together.

2) Discuss together the following:

What do the graphs tell you?

What do they make you curious about?

What do they leave out?

What can you reasonable conclude from the various graphs?

How do the graphs speak to each other?

What biases are their? What would these look like with a different bias? Are bias
free graphs possible? How do you make sure they are at least fair?

3) There are a few extra graphs also from United for a Fair Economy’s workshop “The
Growing Divide.” How might they add to the discussion. 

Again, what’s left out?

What more do you need to know?
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Photographs, Facts & Objectivity

Photographs are powerful tools that can document material reality in important ways. They
are often considered objective. They can’t “lie.” But they can’t exactly tell the whole truth
either. There are parts of photos that are objective: “having reality independent of the
mind,” unbiased, or even “factual.” Then there are parts that are subjective: “modified or
affected by personal views, experience, or background,” based on judgements or decisions,
or even “opinionated.” 

1) Take some time to quietly look into the picture on the table (please don’t flip through
book (if you have a book) till the break ). Patiently examine what the photo cap-
tures and creates for the viewer. While looking at the photo take notes and consid-
er: what’s the feeling(s) or tone(s) of the photo? How do different people or objects
relate to one another? What’s the story or narrative? What other information do we
need or want to get?

2) Discuss together:

What does the photo help you know?

What are the objective elements?

What decisions were made in how the photo was taken?

What are the subjective elements?

How does what you know from the photo relate to what the photo makes you feel?

What’s missing?

How might what you’ve discussed here relate to other forms of information, such as
news broad casts, personal experience, graphs and data, etc.?




