
Concept Areas  
Social Construction, Gender, Media Literacy, Intersectionality, Sexualization, Racialization, 

Socialization  
 

Type of Exercise  
Take-Home Assignment, Short Paper Assignment 

Abstract: 
Given the immediacy and availability of advertisements as a function of old, new, and 

emerging technologies and media, students are exposed to a barrage of images and messages in 
numbers and ways unseen before and with implications not fully understood or realized. The 
aim of this assignment is to foster a critical understanding and reception of such messages, 
especially as they relate to gender, sexuality, race, and their intersections.  

 
Usage Notes: 

This assignment is designed as a short paper to be completed by an individual student 
outside of the classroom, but could readily be adapted as an in-class assignment for individual or 
a group of students. It is also easily adaptable into a longer, more analytical paper.   
 
Learning Goals and Assessments: 

Learning Goal 1: To identify how images portrayed in advertisements construct an 
idealized notion of femininity and masculinity as well as identifying the power of media and 
consumerism in shaping everyday life and experiences. 
 
Assessment 1: Students will choose eight advertisements in four categories that illustrate the 
creation and depiction of idealized notions of femininity and masculinity. 
 
Learning Goal 2: To analyze the ways that these images are  often simultaneously gendered, 
racialized, sexualized, and heteronormative. 
 
Assessment 2: Students will provide written analyses, employing an intersectionality framework, 
of the ways that these images are  often simultaneously gendered, racialized, sexualized, and 
heteronormative. 
 
Learning Goal 3: To realize and appreciate the cumulative and interconnected nature of 
institutionalized gender-based inequality. 
 
Assessment 3: Students will provide written analyses that explore implications for gendered 
advertisement across multiple institutional realms, such as family life, the paid labor force, 
education, politics as well as within interactions and for individuals. 
 
Brief Description 

After viewing Jean Kilbourne’s Killing Us Softly IV, students collect four sets of 
advertisements from the Internet or print media for products targeting female and male 
consumers in various categories. Students then describe and analyze each ad, using Kilbourne’s 
work, in addition to other course materials and concepts, as framing and analytic devices.  
 
 
 



Explanation 
This activity is assigned as a take-home assignment or a short paper. It is relevant to 

course readings, lectures, and discussions of general sociological concepts including socialization, 
norms, the sociological imagination, social constructionism, as well as more specific ones, 
including intersectionality perspective, gender, consumerism, and media literacy.  

My students have used this assignment to more deeply interrogate the power of media 
in shaping gendered perceptions of women and men. Students also have described this 
assignment as helping them become more discriminating consumers of media and products 
while also prompting them to educate others about the power of media and the gendered and 
sexualized messages embedded within various media. In addition, a number of students have 
been prompted to take more direct action, demonstrating their heightened media literacy and 
civic engagement, such as contacting television stations, magazine publishers, and corporations, 
to demand changes in the images and messages embedded within advertisements.  

I have used this exercise in the following courses: Principles of Sociology, a lower-
division course and Sociology of Gender, an upper-division course. I would also recommend this 
assignment for use in media, popular culture, race and ethnicity, and social inequality courses. 
 
Assigned Readings and Necessary Materials 
Killing Us Softly IV, the documentary film by Jean Kilbourne 
 
When teaching this material in a gender course, I recommend that students are assigned 
relevant readings on social construction theory, beauty myths, intersectionality theory, and/or 
bodies. Some suggested readings include:   
Black, Paula. 2006. The Beauty Industry: Gender, Culture, Pleasure. New York: Routledge. 
Collins, Patricia Hill. 2004. Black Sexual Politics: African Americans, Gender, and the New Racism. 

New York: Routledge. 
________. 2000. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness and the Politics of 

Empowerment. New York: Routledge.  
Ouellette, Laurie. 1999. “Inventing the Cosmo Girl: Class Identity and Girl-Style American 

Dreams.” Media, Culture, and Society 21: 359-383.  
 
When teaching this material in an introductory course using a traditional textbook or a reader, I 
recommend that students are assigned relevant chapters on gender and sexuality. Other 
suggested, complementary readings may include: 
Gengler, Amanda M. 2011. “Selling Feminism, Consuming Femininity.” Contexts 10: 68-69.  
Hartmann, Douglas. 2004. “The Sanctity of Sunday Football: Why Men Love Sports.” Contexts 2: 

13-21. 
Lorber, Judith. 2004. “Night to His day”: The Social Construction of Gender.” Pp. 54-65 in Race, 

Class, and Gender in the United States: An Integrated Study, edited by P.S. Rothenberg. 
New York: Worth Publishers. 

 
When teaching this material in a race and ethnic relations course, I recommend that students 
are assigned relevant readings on stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination, intersectionality 
theory, white privilege, racialization, and the social construction of race. Some suggested 
readings include: 
Baker, Christina N. 2005. “Images of Women’s Sexuality in Advertisements: A Content Analysis 

of Black-and White-oriented Women’s and Men’s Magazines.” Sex Roles 52: 13-27. 



Brooks, Dwight E., and Lisa P. Hébert. 2006. “Gender, Race and Media Representation.” Pp. 297-
317 in The Sage Handbook of Gender and Communication, edited by B. J. Dow and J. T. 
Wood. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Hall, Stuart. 1981. “The Whites of Their Eyes.” Pp. 28-52 in Silver Linings: Some Strategies for the 
Eighties, edited by G. Bridges and R. Brunt. London: Lawrence and Wishart. 

McIntosh, Peggy. 1997. “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.”  Pp. 120-126 in 
Race: An Anthology in the First Person, edited by B. Schneider. New York: Three Rivers 
Press. 

 
When teaching this material in a popular culture or media course, I recommend that students 
are assigned relevant readings on advertising, consumerism, marketing, media literacy, and 
semiotics. Some suggested readings include: 
Cortese, Anthony J. 2008. Provocateur: Images of Women and Minorities in Advertising. Lanham, 

MD: Rowman and Littlefield. 
Dines, Gail. 2010. Pornland: How Porn Has Hijacked Our Sexuality. Boston: Beacon Press. 
Gill, Rosalind. 2009. “Beyond the Sexualization of Culture Thesis: An Intersectional Analysis of 

Sixpacks, Midriffs and Hot Lesbians in Advertising.” Sexualities 12 (137-160). 
 
When teaching this material in an inequality course, I recommend that students are assigned 
relevant readings on gender, intersectionality, and media. Some suggested readings include: 
Coltrane, Scott, and Melinda Messineo. 2000. “The Perpetuation of Subtle Prejudice: Race and 

Gender Imagery in 1990s Television Advertising." Sex Roles 42: 363-389. 
Dill, Bonnie Thornton and Ruth Enid Zambrana. 2013. “Critical Thinking about Inequality: An 

Emerging Lens.” Pp. 140-151 in Race, Gender, Sexuality, and Social Class: Dimensions of 
Inequality, edited by S.J. Ferguson.  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.  

Ricciardelli, Rosemary, Kimberley A. Clow, and Philip White. 2010. “Investigating Hegemonic 
Masculinity: Portrayals of Masculinity in Men’s Lifestyle Magazines.” Sex Roles 63: 64-78. 

Weber, Lynn. 1998. “A Conceptual Framework for Understanding Race, Class, Gender, and 
Sexuality.” Psychology of Women Quarterly 22: 13-32. 

 
Instructions for Students 
This exercise asks you to analyze and interpret the messages about gender that permeate our 
lives through the media, using your viewing of Jean Kilbourne's Killing Us Softly IV and your 
readings on gender, race, and social class. Explore the internet and/or magazines and choose 
one advertisement for an item in each of the following categories: 
1. Beer 
Chocolate 
2. Men's jeans 
Women's jeans 
3. Women's fragrance 
Men's fragrance 
4. A film targeting a male audience 
A film targeting a female audience  
 
For each of the eight images you choose, analyze messages about what is attractive for both 
males and females by answering the following questions: 
1. What is going on in the ad? Describe it and include a link to or copy of that image. 
2. What types of bodies are displayed? What shapes, sizes, colors? 



3. What kinds of activities are shown? 
4. What does the text say about the images? 
5. How do these images reflect the “rules” about male and female beauty in our society? 
Masculinity and femininity? Do any of the images challenge the rules about male and female 
beauty? Masculinity and femininity? How so? Be specific about the rules that you are 
referencing. 
 
Next, compare and contrast the “rules of beauty” in the magazines by answering these 
questions: 
1. What are the similarities and differences between what is required for men and what is 
required for women? 
2. How do you explain these differences and similarities? 
3. Besides gender, how do other factors such as race, class, age, sexuality, and sexual orientation 
seem to affect the rules of beauty in these magazines? Be specific and detailed. 
 
In Killing Us Softly IV, Jean Kilbourne explains that the consequences of being objectified in 
advertisements are different – and more serious – for women than for men. What does your 
analysis of the images you chose show? How is the world different for women than it is for 
men? How do the images of women interact with those in our culture differently from the way 
images of men do? What are the implications of this on individual women? Individual men? 
What are the implications of this on the decisions that men make about education, careers, 
romantic relationships, and families? What are the implications of this on the decisions that 
women make about education, careers, romantic relationships, and families? What about 
interactions that take place within the realms of education, work, romantic relationships, and 
families for women? For men?  


