All of Mrs. Erickson’s “Answer the Prompt” English Language and Composition Classes
Your Name: ____________________________________________________  Class Hour: ________

Today’s Date: ________________  Due Date of _________________________:  ________________

Effectively Reading and Using a Visual Research Source
There are many questions to ask and many ways to read a document.  You should think in terms of “interrogating” or “cross examining” your documents.  Interrogating or cross-examining a document implies critical and in-depth questioning for several purposes: to get as much meaning from a document as possible; to consider its reliability as historical evidence; to identify bias; to consider alternative interpretations or data; to put the text in a context.  

Interrogating a Source Document

1. Developing a mindset 

a. Why are you reading this text?  What do you want to get out of it? 

b. Ask "what does this mean?" and "what does it do?" 

c. Take nothing at face value. 

d. Read against the text: that is, ask at every point "is there a different or opposite way of understanding?" 

2. Reading behind the text 

a. What is the author’s credibility? How reliable is s/he in relation to the subject matter?  What is his/her 

    experience with the topic?

b. If the author does not possess personal experience with the topic, what evidence, texts, testimony, points of 
    view are used or omitted? 

3. Reading around the text 

a. When was it written? (Not just the date, but the era or "the climate of opinion.") How was that time different 
    from now? From the time before it? 

b. What occasioned the text? That is, not just "What was the occasion?" but "what brought it forth?" 

c. What were the expectations of a text like this? Does it meet, defy, or exploit them? 

d. Where was it written? 

e. By whom was it written? (Not just the name, but what sort of person?) In what capacity was the person 
    writing—officially as a representative of a group or as an individual? 

f. Who published it? Was the version we read edited, revised, or translated? 

4. The text itself 

a. What is the explicit argument: of what is the author trying to convince his/her readers? 

b. What is the implicit argument: what is being argued against? 

c. To whom is it addressed? What are the assumptions about the reader, user, or audience? What is assumed 
    about the audience’s assumptions? What had to be neutralized or overcome? 

d. What authorities are used? Are they invoked to end the argument or to develop it actively? What explanations 
    are appealed to? 

e. What is left out, assumed, or unspoken? Are points consciously omitted or simply unneeded? 

f. What do you know that the original audience did not? Vice-versa? 

g. How is the overall text structured? How does the visual text fit in to the overall text? What was its immediate 
    impact, if any? 

h. What was its long range impact, if any? 

i. Whom did it affect, if anybody? 

j. What is its impact on you? Are you convinced by the argument? Why or why not? 

5. Inside the visual text 

a. What do the included words mean and imply? Did they mean something different to the author or the original 
    audience? 

b. Do you see recurrent images, metaphors, or situations within multiply utilized visual texts? 

c. What is the "big story" the visual text is telling or fitting into? Is there an assumption?
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How to Analyze Political Cartoons

Newspapers and magazines frequently have political cartoons that express different viewpoints and can be very informative.

In almost every newspaper around the world, a political cartoon is published that highlights a particular viewpoint or idea through the use of illustration. Often, the image is exaggerated and intended to be humorous as well as informative. They can also be satirical or even serious in tone, depending on the audience, the artist, and the idea illustrated. 
Please use the following steps to analyze a political cartoon so you can accurately find what the artist is trying to convey:
1.) Let your eyes "float" over the cartoon.  Artists know what will capture the mind's attention first. Allow your mind and your eyes to naturally find the portion of the cartoon that most stands out. Most often, this will be a caricature, which is an exaggeration or distortion of a person or object with the goal of providing a comic effect.

In this example, "Join, or Die," the main focus is a snake:


2.) Follow the cartoon's natural flow by discovering the interaction with the primary focus (found in step 1). If it's a person, to whom are they talking? Where are they standing? If it's an object, what is being done to the object? What is it doing there? Most often, you can look around the immediate vicinity of the primary focus to find what is being described. This is usually an allusion, or an indirect reference to a past or current event that isn't explicitly made clear within the cartoon.
Following our example, the snake looks like it might be poised to attack. What would it be attacking? 

The body is disjointed, and each of the eight sections has an abbreviation. Can you recognize any of them? 
3.) Determine the audience. What section of the population is the publication geared towards, and in what country and locality? A political cartoon will be created with consideration to the experiences and assumptions of the intended audience. For example, a political cartoon in a publication distributed in a strictly conservative town will convey its message in a different way than it would if the audience was a particularly liberal group.
"Join, or Die" was first published in his Pennsylvania Gazette on May 9, 1754. The audience at the time would probably recognize the abbreviations as standing for a British American colony or region. 
4.) Understand the context of the cartoon. More often than not, the political cartoon will be published in context, meaning that it is associated with the main news story of the day. If you are viewing a political cartoon outside of its original publishing source, you will want to be well-read about current and historical events. For example, if Al Gore is talking to the Democratic National Convention about the Internet and how great it is, you need to understand that the press at one time misinterpreted what Al Gore said in an interview with CNN's Wolf Blitzer that he "invented" the Internet.
"Join, or Die" was drawn by Benjamin Franklin and appeared in conjunction with an editorial by him that addressed the dissatisfaction of the colonies and encouraged colonial unity. The cartoon and editorial were published when the colonists were deciding whether to fight the French and their Indian allies for territory between the Appalachian Mountains and the Mississippi River. The phrase itself, "Join, or Die" implies that if the colonies don't join forces to "attack" or fight opposing forces, they will "die" or fail to work towards their own interest. At the time, there was also a superstition that a cut snake could come alive again if it was put back together before sunset. 
5.) Look for widely recognized symbols. Some metaphors are commonly used by political cartoonists. 
For example:

Uncle Sam or an eagle for the United States 

John Bull, Britannia or a lion for the United Kingdom 

a beaver for Canada 

a bear for Russia 

a dragon for China 

a sun for Japan 
6.) Look at minor details in the cartoon that will contribute to the humor or the point of the cartoon. Often, words or pictorial symbols will be used to convey minor themes or ideas, but they are found in the background or on the sides of the cartoon. 
Most political cartoons are drawn in black-and-white, so don't expect to see lots of color. Your analysis should be easy to make without it. Political cartoons are many times meant to be funny and, more often than not, forget about political correctness. 
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