ENG 101                                                                                                                                      Heather G. S. Johnson


Visual Analysis Assignment 

(2-3 double-spaced, typed pages)

Due: Monday, 10/22 


For this assignment you will choose one advertisement or a series of related advertisements that you think is particularly revealing about our culture.  One of the key elements of this exercise will be to choose your advertisement wisely:  not all advertisements will work equally well for our purposes.  You might consider looking at two advertisements related to the same type of product or two advertisements about the same product from different historical eras.  If the advertisement is complex enough, you may choose to analyze just one.

Once you’ve chosen your advertisement, your task will be to make a claim about what that advertisement says about the culture that produced it by looking at its patterns, assumptions, and visual cues.  The first step is to observe the advertisement closely, picking out as many distinct details as you can.  Once you have started to see patterns in the details, you will be ready to ask some questions about your “text.”  Try starting with a few of these:

· What does this advertisement say about our cultural values?

· How does this advertisement configure the important cultural categories of race, gender, class, age, or sexuality?

· What does this advertisement imply about the American psyche or way of looking at the world?

· How does this advertisement express our relationships with ourselves and others? 

· Does the advertisement accurately reflect reality?  How so?

· How does advertisement manipulate desire or fear?
· How does the advertisement appeal to the consumer, and how does that appeal reveal something about our social structure?
You can use one of these questions (or a more specific version of one of these questions) as your main inquiry question, or you can come up with your own.  Having an inquiry question helps you to direct your thoughts toward a goal and aids in the creation of your thesis statement (which will be the answer to your inquiry question).  


The majority of your paper will be spent proving your thesis statement.  Your “evidence” will come from three main places:  1. The actual elements of your advertisement and your explanation of those elements.  2. Your own knowledge of American culture.  3.  Logical reasoning stemming from the advertisement’s particulars and your cultural knowledge.

Remember that this is analysis, not simple observation or even basic “reading” of the text.  Telling us the surface intent of the advertisement (the main method it uses to sell you a product) will not be enough.  You will have to dig deeper than the “main” meaning in order to complete this assignment properly.   If it helps, you might think of it this way:  look for what the ad reveals in spite of itself.  What did the advertisers “unintentionally” show us about our culture in the course of creating their ad? 

Finally, you must hand in a copy of the advertisement with your paper.  If you have a digital version of it, that’s great.  If you only have a paper version, hand that to me in class, with your name on the back, and I will return it to you once I’m finished with the grading.  Do not lose your ad—you may want to include it in your final portfolio!  

Remember, a successful essay will:

· Present and develop a strong thesis statement

· Do the work of real argument – do not simply describe the ad!  Do describe parts of the ad and then explain why they are important to your argument.
· Provide evidence and examples which support your thesis statement’s assertions
· Employ a logical and effective organizational structure of well developed paragraphs, smooth transitions, and a strong introduction/conclusion.
· Present you (the author) as intelligent, reasonable, and thoughtful. 
· Engage the reader with smooth prose, good diction, and proper mechanics. 

· Have an informative title that relates to the topic of your paper!
