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Consider the standard example of stretching the
truth with numbers - a case quite relevant to my
story. Statistics recognizes different measures of
an "average," “mean” or central tendency. This
mean is our usual concept of an overall average -
add up the items and divide them by the number
of sharers (100 candy bars collected for five kids
next Halloween will yield 20 for each in a just
world). The median, a different measure of central
tendency, is the half-way point. If | line up five kids
by height, the median child is shorter than two and
taller than the other two (who might have trouble
getting their mean share of the candy). A politician
in power might say with pride, "The mean income
of our citizens is $15,000 per year." The leader of
the opposition might retort, "But half our citizens
make less than $10,000 per year." Both are right,
but neither cites a statistic with impassive
objectivity. The first invokes a mean, the second a
median. (Means are higher than medians in such
cases because one millionaire may outweigh
hundreds of poor people in setting a mean; but he
can balance only one mendicant in calculating a
median).
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