English 2593-1 ∙ Prof. Jennifer West


Tips for writing a successful analytical essay response

Question (from your midterm): Many of the writers we read in the beginning of the semester presented the idea that while sex--whether one is male or female--is biological, how that person behaves as a male or female--gender--is mostly learned. One source of that learning, argued many of the other writers we read, is our popular culture, whether that’s from toys, games, movies, products, advertising, or television. Using at least 2 visual and 2 written texts, create an argument about one aspect of gendered behavior that girls and/or women learn from popular culture throughout their lives. 

Tips: First, get right to the point; don’t spend a lot of time on unnecessary information. You have limited space, so use it to make your argument. Second, make sure that your thesis is answering the question. These questions are all written to be intentionally big and broad: you have to zero in on something specific and focused. Choose an angle through which to approach the question, and then craft a thesis statement that tells me exactly what you plan to argue. Your thesis does NOT simply restate information from the question; it does something more. Example:
Introduction and Thesis: From the time a child is born, he or she is bombarded with messages about how to appropriately behave as a girl or a boy. For little girls, they learn that the boundaries for acceptable displays of their femininity are fairly wide-ranging when they are little--the tomboy identity, for instance, indicates that little girls are permitted some measure of play that would traditionally be defined as masculine, like sports--but they grow increasingly narrower as girls approach and proceed through adolescence. In fact, many of the messages in popular culture targeted towards girls seem to focus on teaching girls how to become proper adult women. According to many toys and movies, becoming a woman means two related things: being physically beautiful and therefore finding a man to marry. These texts are teaching little girls that in order to become successful women who are accepted by society, they must strive to meet unattainable standards of thinness and physical beauty, and that their happiness depends on finding the right man to fall in love with them.
Tips: To make your argument, use your points (the different ways you are proving to your reader that your thesis is true) to structure the organization. Then, make connections between texts as you prove those points.  Example points to prove the above thesis:

II. Texts aimed at girls promote thinnness and a narrow beauty ideal -- all of the available adult heroines are thin and beautiful, and usually white, with long, smooth, flowing hair 

III. Texts create fantasies of dreams coming true -- teaching girls to dream, but it matters what they’re dreaming of

IV. All end with a narrow version of happily ever after -- has to include the guy (and usually a white dress)

V. These messages only intensify as girls get older (advertisements, glorification of teenage beauty and slenderness; pressures on girls to gain male attention)

IV. Conclusion: why this is a problem, why it matters

Texts to use to prove these points: Cinderella, Mulan, Barbie; Orenstein, “What’s Wrong with Cinderella?”; Douglas, “Fractured Fairy Tales”; DuCille, “Toy Theory”; Susan Bordo, “Never Just Pictures”

For more information:

See Maegen’s example for an essay that works really well in this genre. I’ve made comments in the text of her essay and highlighted the things she’s doing particularly well.
