
4  Writing about texts

The word texts can refer to a variety of works, including essays, 
periodical articles, government reports, books, Web sites, and 
even visuals such as advertisements and photographs. Most 

assignments that ask you to respond to 
a text call for a summary or an analysis 
or both.
 A summary is neutral in tone and 
demonstrates that you have understood 
the author’s key ideas. Assignments calling 
for an analysis of a text vary widely, but 

they usually ask you to look at how the text’s parts contribute to 
its central argument or purpose, often with the aim of judging its 
evidence or overall effect.
 When you write about a written text, you will need to read it 
several times to digest its full meaning. Two techniques will help 
you move beyond a superficial first reading: (1) annotating the  
text with your observations and questions and (2) outlining 
the text’s key points. The same techniques will help you ana-
lyze visual texts.

4a Read actively: Annotate the text.

Read actively by jotting down your questions and thoughts 
in the margins of the text or visual or in a notebook. When 
you annotate a text as you read, you are engaging with the 
work, not just letting the words slip past you. Use a pencil 
instead of a highlighter; with a pencil you can underline key 
concepts, mark points, or circle elements that intrigue you. If 
you change your mind, you can erase your early annotations 
and replace them with new ones. (See the chart on the follow-
ing page for advice about active reading.)
 On pages 88 and 89 are an article from a consumer- 
oriented newsletter and a magazine advertisement, both an-
notated by students. The students, Emilia Sanchez and Albert 
Lee, were assigned to write both a summary and an analysis. 
Each began by annotating the text.

86 4 texts Writing about texts

Making the most of your handbook

Knowing the expectations for a 
writing assignment is a key first 
step in drafting.

 Understanding an assignment: 
page 9
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Guidelines for active reading 

Familiarize yourself with the basic features and structure of a text.

• What kind of text are you reading? An essay? An editorial?  
A scholarly article? An advertisement? A photograph?

• What is the author’s purpose? To inform? To persuade? To call 
to action?

• Who is the audience? How does the author appeal to the audience?

• What is the author’s thesis? What question does the text 
attempt to answer?

• What evidence does the author provide to support the thesis?

Note details that surprise, puzzle, or intrigue you.

• Has the author revealed a fact or made a point that runs counter 
to your assumptions? What exactly is surprising?

• Has the author made a generalization you disagree with? Can 
you think of evidence that would challenge the generalization?

• Are there any contradictions or inconsistencies in the text?

• Does the text contain words, statements, or phrases that you don’t 
understand? If so, what reference materials could you consult?

Read and reread to discover meaning.

• What do you notice on a second or third reading that you didn’t 
notice earlier?

• Does the text raise questions that it does not resolve?

• If you could address the author directly, what questions would you 
pose? Where do you agree and disagree with the author? Why?

Apply critical thinking strategies to visual texts.

• What first strikes you about the visual text? What elements do 
you notice immediately?

• Who or what is the main subject of the visual text?

• What colors and textures dominate?

• What is in the background? In the foreground?

• What role, if any, do words play in the visual text?
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ANNOTATED ARTICLE

Big Box Stores Are Bad for Main Street 
BETSY TAYLOR 

There is plenty of reason to be concerned about the prolifera-
tion of Wal-Marts and other so-called “big box” stores. The 
question, however, is not whether or not these types of stores 
create jobs (although several studies claim they produce a net 
job loss in local communities) or whether they ultimately save 
consumers money. The real concern about having a 25-acre 
slab of concrete with a 100,000 square foot box of stuff land 
on a town is whether it’s good for a community’s soul.

The worst thing about “big boxes” is that they have 
a tendency to produce Ross Perot’s famous “big sucking 
sound” — sucking the life out of cities and small towns across 
the country. On the other hand, small businesses are great 
for a community. They offer more personal service; they 
won’t threaten to pack up and leave town if they don’t get 
tax breaks, free roads and other blandishments; and small-
business owners are much more responsive to a customer’s 
needs. (Ever try to complain about bad service or poor quality 
products to the president of Home Depot?)

Yet, if big boxes are so bad, why are they so successful? 
One glaring reason is that we’ve become a nation of  
hyper-consumers, and the big-box boys know this. Down-
town shopping districts comprised of small businesses take 
some of the efficiency out of overconsumption. There’s all 
that hassle of having to travel from store to store, and having 
to pull out your credit card so many times. Occasionally, we 
even find ourselves chatting with the shopkeeper, wandering 
into a coffee shop to visit with a friend or otherwise wasting 
precious time that could be spent on acquiring more stuff.

But let’s face it — bustling, thriving city centers are fun. 
They breathe life into a community. They allow cities and 
towns to stand out from each other. They provide an atmo- 
sphere for people to interact with each other that just can-
not be found at Target, or Wal-Mart or Home Depot. 

Is it anti-American to be against having a retail giant set up 
shop in one’s community? Some people would say so. On the 
other hand, if you board up Main Street, what’s left of America?

Opening  
strategy— 
the problem  
is not x, it’s y.

Sentimental—
what is a  
community’s 
soul?
Lumps all big 
boxes together. 

Assumes  
all small 
businesses  
are attentive.

Logic problem? 
Why couldn’t  
customer com-
plain to store 
manager ?

True?

Nostalgia for a 
time that is  
long gone or  
never was.

Community vs. 
economy. What 
about prices?

Ends with 
emotional  
appeal.
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article with notes • ad with notes 

ANNOTATED ADvERTIsEMENT

What signals is  
McDonald's giving  
customers about its menu?

Is McDonald's trying 
to remake its image 
with lettuce?

A real 
customer?

Local vs. 
corporation, 
McDonald's 
as family 
restaurant.

Trying to show 
its commitment to 
customer service.

Repetition 
of “real."

Open, nothing 
to hide.
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4b Sketch a brief outline of the text.

After reading, rereading, and annotating a text, attempt to out-
line it. Seeing how the author has constructed a text can help 
you understand it. As you sketch an outline, pay special atten-
tion to the text’s thesis (central idea) and its topic sentences. 
The thesis of a written text usually appears in the introduction, 
often in the first or second paragraph. Topic sentences often 
can be found at the beginning of body paragraphs, where they 
announce a shift to a new topic. (See 1e and 3a.)
 In your outline, put the author’s thesis and key points in 
your own words. Here, for example, is the outline that Emilia 
Sanchez developed as she prepared to write her summary and 
analysis of the text printed on page 88. Notice that the outline 
does not simply trace the author’s ideas paragraph by para-
graph; instead, it sums up the article’s central points.

OutliNe OF “Big BOx StOReS ARe BAd FOR MAiN StReet”

Thesis: Whether or not they take jobs away from a community or offer 

low prices to consumers, we should be worried about “big-box” stores 

like Wal-Mart, Target, and Home Depot because they harm communities 

by taking the life out of downtown shopping districts.

I.   Small businesses are better for cities and towns than big-box stores are.

  A.  Small businesses offer personal service, and big-box stores do not.

  B.   Small businesses don’t make demands on community  

resources as big-box stores do.

  C.   Small businesses respond to customer concerns, and big-box 

stores do not.

II.   Big-box stores are successful because they cater to consumption 

at the expense of benefits to the community.

 A.  Buying everything in one place is convenient.

  B.   Shopping at small businesses may be inefficient, but it  

provides opportunities for socializing.

  C.   Downtown shopping districts give each city or town a  

special identity.
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Conclusion: Although some people say that it’s anti-American  

to oppose big-box stores, actually these stores threaten the  

communities that make up America by encouraging buying at the  

expense of the traditional interactions of Main Street.

 A visual often doesn’t state an explicit thesis or an ex-
plicit line of reasoning. Instead, you must sometimes infer the 
meaning beneath the image’s surface and interpret its central 
point and supporting ideas from the elements of its design. 
One way to outline a visual text is to try to define its purpose 
and sketch a list of its key elements. Here, for example, are the 
key features that Albert Lee identified for the advertisement 
printed on page 89.

OutliNe OF McdONAld’S AdveRtiSeMeNt

purpose: To persuade readers that McDonald’s is concerned about its 

customers’ health.

 key features:

•  A close-up of a fresh, green lettuce leaf makes up the entire 

background.

•  Near the center is a comment card with a handwritten question 

from a “real” McDonald’s customer: “What makes your lettuce so 

crisp?”

•  A photograph of a smiling woman is clipped to the card.

•  Beneath the comment card is the company’s response, which 

emphasizes the farm-fresh quality and purity of its vegetables and 

urges customers to ask other candid questions.

•  At the bottom of the ad is the McDonald’s slogan “I’m lovin’ it.”

4c Summarize to demonstrate your understanding.

Your goal in summarizing a text is to state the work’s main 
ideas and key points simply, briefly, and accurately in your 
own words. If you have sketched a brief outline of the text 
(see 4b), refer to it as you draft your summary.
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Summarizing a written text

To summarize a written text, first find the author’s central 
idea — the thesis. Then divide the whole piece into a few 

major and perhaps minor ideas. Since a 
summary must be fairly short, you must 
make judgments about what is most im-
portant. Following is Emilia Sanchez’s 
summary of the article that is printed on 
page 88.

In her essay “Big Box Stores Are Bad for Main Street,” Betsy Taylor 

argues that chain stores harm communities by taking the life out of down-

town shopping districts. Explaining that a community’s “soul” is more 

important than low prices or consumer convenience, she argues that small 

businesses are better than stores like Wal-Mart, Target, and Home Depot 

because they emphasize personal interactions and don’t place demands on a 

community’s resources. Taylor asserts that big-box stores are successful 

because “we’ve become a nation of hyper-consumers” (1011), although 

the convenience of shopping in these stores comes at the expense of 

benefits to the community. She concludes by suggesting that it’s not 

“anti-American” to oppose big-box stores because the damage they inflict 

on downtown shopping districts extends to America itself.

Summarizing a visual text

To summarize a visual text, begin with essential information 
such as who created the visual, who the intended audience is, 
where the visual appeared, and when it was created. Then, in 
a few sentences, explain the visual’s main point or purpose 
and describe the image by pointing to its key features.
 Following is Albert Lee’s summary of the McDonald’s 
advertisement printed on page 89.

An advertisement for McDonald’s in the July-August 2004 issue of 

Men’s Health magazine represents an attempt by the restaurant chain 

to remake its image. The implicit reason for the ad is that McDonald’s 

world-famous fast food has come under increasingly harsh attack for  

Writing about textstexts4c

Making the most of your handbook

Knowing how to summarize a 
source is a key research skill.

 Using summaries in researched 
writing: 48c
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Guidelines for writing a summary 

• In the first sentence, mention the title of the text, the name  
of the author, and the author’s thesis or the visual’s central  
point.

• Maintain a neutral tone; be objective.

• Use the third-person point of view and the present tense: Taylor 
argues. . . .

• Keep your focus on the text. Don’t state the author’s ideas as if 
they were your own.

• Put all or most of your summary in your own words; if you 
borrow a phrase or a sentence from the text, put it in quotation 
marks and give the page number in parentheses.

• Limit yourself to presenting the text’s key points.

• Be concise; make every word count.

unhealthful processing and preparation. The fresh, spring-green  

lettuce that dominates this ad is a signal to customers that McDonald’s 

has changed its menu and now offers food as fresh and healthful as any 

found in a supermarket. By publicizing this new direction, McDonald’s 

clearly hopes to attract health-conscious customers. Moreover, by  

framing this advertisement as a response to an individual customer’s 

question, McDonald’s attempts to show that the vast size of the  

chain does not prevent it from tending personally to its customers’  

concerns.

4d Analyze to demonstrate your critical thinking.

When you analyze, you separate the 
whole to study the parts. Whereas a sum-
mary most often answers the question of 
what a text says, an analysis looks at how 
a text makes its point. When an assign-
ment calls for an analysis, read the whole 

Making the most of your handbook

Writing about a text often requires 
you to quote directly from the text.

 Guidelines for using quotation 
marks: 48c
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assignment carefully, along with any 
models provided, to see what your in-
structor expects.

Typically, an analysis takes the form 
of an essay that makes its own argument 
about a text. Include an introduction 
that briefly summarizes the text, a the-
sis that states your own judgment about 
the text, and body paragraphs that sup-
port your thesis with evidence. If you are 
analyzing a visual, examine it as a whole 
and then reflect on how the individual 

elements contribute to its overall meaning. If you have writ-
ten a summary of the text or visual, you may find it useful 
to refer to the main points of the summary as you write your 
analysis.
 Within your body paragraphs, include and interpret indi-
vidual passages from the text to help support your overall 
analysis of the text. The following steps can help you do this:

 1. In a topic sentence, include a claim about the author’s 
text.

 2. Use a signal phrase to introduce exact language or ideas 
from the text. Place any exact language in quotation 
marks.

 3. Follow the quotation or ideas with your interpreta-
tion. To interpret the text, you may explain its signifi-
cance, define one of its important terms, or point out  
what the author is assuming or implying in the  
passage.

 4. Provide a transition to the claim in your next paragraph. 
(See 3d.)

Using interpretation in an analysis

In her paper analyzing the article by Betsy Taylor that ap-
pears on page 88, student writer Emilia Sanchez begins by 

texts4d Writing about texts

Making the most of your handbook

When you analyze a text, you 
weave words and ideas from the 
source into your own writing.

 Quoting or paraphrasing: 51 
(MLA), 56b (APA), 57b (Chicago)

 Using signal phrases: 52b 
(MLA), 56c (APA), 57c (Chicago)

 Using details for support: 50c 
(MLA), 56a (APA), 57a (Chicago)

 Analyzing literature: 55
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Guidelines for analyzing a text 

Written texts

Instructors who ask you to analyze an essay or an article often  
expect you to address some of the following questions.

• What is the author’s thesis or central idea? Who is the 
audience?

• What questions does the author address (implicitly or 
explicitly)?

• How does the author structure the text? What are the key 
parts, and how do they relate to one another and to the 
thesis?

• What strategies has the author used to generate interest in the 
argument and to persuade readers of its merit?

• What evidence does the author use to support the thesis? How 
persuasive is the evidence (5e)?

• Does the author anticipate objections and counter opposing  
views (see 6c)?

• Does the author fall prey to any faulty reasoning (see 6a)?

visual texts

If you are analyzing a visual text, the following additional  
questions will help you evaluate an image’s purpose and  
meaning.

•  What surprises, perplexes, or intrigues you about the  
image?

• What clues suggest the visual text’s intended audience?  
How does the image appeal to its audience?

•  If the text is an advertisement, what product is it selling?  
Does it attempt to sell an idea or a message as well?

• If the visual text includes words, how do the words  
contribute to its meaning?

• How do design elements — colors, shapes, perspective, 
background, foreground — shape the visual text’s meaning  
or serve its purpose?
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Growing up as a borderlander, I have  
always considered myself bilingual. Reading “How to 
Tame a Wild Tongue” by Gloria Anzaldúa made me  
rethink that label. In the “El lenguaje de la frontera”  
section of the essay, Anzaldúa explains the origins of  
Chicano Spanish, a “border tongue” (326). Then she  
says that most Chicanos actually speak as many as  
eight languages. Anzaldúa lists these languages  
and then tells which languages she speaks with 
which people in her life. For example, she speaks 
Tex-Mex with friends, Chicano Texas Spanish with her 
mother, and working-class English at school (327). 
Finally, she talks about her experience with speaking 
made-up languages.

When a teacher or tutor points out that you need to “summarize less, analyze 
more,” the comment often signals that your readers want to hear your inter-
pretation of a text, not a summary of the text itself.

The student writer needs to go beyond summary to offer his insights  
about Anzaldúa’s text. To revise this paragraph, the student might begin by 
underlining the verbs in his own sentences: explains, says, lists, tells, and 
talks. These sentences simply restate what Anzaldúa has written. Although 
the student needs a brief summary to help his readers understand the  
basis of his analysis, he should move quickly to exploring the meaning of 
Anzaldúa’s text. In his analysis, the student might ask questions about  
Anzaldúa’s strategies. For instance, why does she combine Spanish with 
English? Or why does she list the eight separate languages that most  
Chicanos speak?

Similar comments: too much summary • show, don't tell • go deeper

Revising when you need to summarize less and analyze more
1. Reread your paragraph and highlight the sentences that summarize.� Then, 

in a different color, highlight the sentences that contain your analysis. 
(Think about the differences between summary and analysis: Summary 

Revising with comments | Summarize less, analyze more

Summarize 
   less, 
analyze 

     more

One student wrote 
this body paragraph 
in response to an 
assignment that 
asked students 
to analyze Gloria 
Anzaldúa’s essay 
“How to Tame a Wild 
Tongue.”

96
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summarizing Taylor’s argument. She then states her own thesis, 
or claim, which offers her judgment of Taylor’s article, and 
begins her analysis. In her first body paragraph, Sanchez inter-
prets Taylor’s use of language.

Taylor’s use of colorful language reveals that she 

has a nostalgic view of American society and does not 

understand economic realities. In her first paragraph, 

Taylor refers to a big-box store as a “25-acre slab of 

concrete with a 100,000 square foot box of stuff” that 

“land[s] on a town,” evoking images of a powerful 

monster crushing the American way of life (1011). But 

she oversimplifies a complex issue. Taylor does not  

consider. . . .

4e Sample student essay: Analysis of an article

Following is Emilia Sanchez’s complete essay. Sanchez used 
Modern Language Association (MLA) style to format her paper 
and cite the source.

Topic sentence  
includes 
Sanchez’s claim.

Quoted material 
shows the 
author’s language 
in quotation 
marks.

Transition to 
Sanchez’s next 
point.

Signal phrase 
introduces a 
quotation from the 
text.

Quotation is 
followed by 
Sanchez’s 
interpretation of  
the author’s 
language.

answers the question of what a text says; analysis offers a judgment or 
interpretation of the text.)

2. Reread the text (or passages of the text) that you are analyzing, paying  
attention to the language and structure of the text.

3. Ask questions.� What strategies does the author use? How do these strat-
egies convey the meaning of the text? What insights can you convey to 
your readers about the text? How can you deepen your readers’ under-
standing of the text?

More advice on analyzing a text: 4d and 55b

97
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Sanchez 1

Emilia Sanchez

professor Goodwin

English 10

23 October 2009

Rethinking Big-Box Stores

 In her essay “Big Box Stores Are Bad for Main Street,” Betsy 

Taylor focuses not on the economic effects of large chain stores but on 

the effects these stores have on the “soul” of America. She argues that 

stores like Home Depot, Target, and Wal-Mart are bad for America  

because they draw people out of downtown shopping districts and 

cause them to focus on consumption. In contrast, she believes that 

small businesses are good for America because they provide personal 

attention, encourage community interaction, and make each city 

unique. But Taylor ’s argument is unconvincing because it is based on 

nostalgia—on idealized images of a quaint Main Street—rather than 

on the roles that businesses play in consumers’ lives and communities. 

By ignoring the complex economic relationship between large chain 

stores and their communities, Taylor incorrectly assumes that simply 

getting rid of big-box stores would have a positive effect on America’s 

communities.

 Taylor ’s use of colorful language reveals that she has a nostalgic 

view of American society and does not understand economic realities. 

In her first paragraph, Taylor refers to a big-box store as a “25-acre 

slab of concrete with a 100,000 square foot box of stuff” that “land[s] 

on a town,” evoking images of a powerful monster crushing the  

American way of life (1011). But she oversimplifies a complex issue. 

Taylor does not consider that many downtown business districts failed 

long before chain stores moved in, when factories and mills closed and

workers lost their jobs. In cities with struggling economies, big-box

Marginal annotations indicate MLA-style formatting and effective writing.

Opening briefly 
summarizes the 
article’s purpose and 
thesis.

Sanchez begins 
to analyze Taylor's 
argument.

Thesis expresses 
Sanchez’s judgment 
of Taylor’s article.

Signal phrase 
introduces quotations 
from the source; 
Sanchez uses an MLA 
in-text citation.

Sanchez begins to 
identify and challenge 
Taylor’s assumptions.
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Sanchez 2

stores can actually provide much-needed jobs. Similarly, while Taylor 

blames big-box stores for harming local economies by asking for tax 

breaks, free roads, and other perks, she doesn’t acknowledge that these 

stores also enter into economic partnerships with the surrounding  

communities by offering financial benefits to schools and hospitals.

 Taylor ’s assumption that shopping in small businesses is always 

better for the customer also seems driven by nostalgia for an old- 

fashioned Main Street rather than by the facts. While she may be right 

that many small businesses offer personal service and are responsive  

to customer complaints, she does not consider that many customers  

appreciate the service at big-box stores. Just as customer service is 

better at some small businesses than at others, it is impossible to 

generalize about service at all big-box stores. For example, customers 

depend on the lenient return policies and the wide variety of products 

at stores like Target and Home Depot.

 Taylor blames big-box stores for encouraging American “hyper- 

consumerism,” but she oversimplifies by equating big-box stores with 

bad values and small businesses with good values. Like her other 

points, this claim ignores the economic and social realities of American 

society today. Big-box stores do not force Americans to buy more. 

By offering lower prices in a convenient setting, however, they allow 

consumers to save time and purchase goods they might not be able to 

afford from small businesses. The existence of more small businesses 

would not change what most Americans can afford, nor would it reduce 

their desire to buy affordable merchandise.

 Taylor may be right that some big-box stores have a negative  

impact on communities and that small businesses offer certain  

advantages. But she ignores the economic conditions that support  

big-box stores as well as the fact that Main Street was in decline before

Transition to another 
point in Sanchez’s 
analysis.

Clear topic sentence 
announces a shift to a 
new topic.

Sanchez refutes 
Taylor’s claim.

Sanchez treats the 
author fairly.
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 Sanchez 3

the big-box store arrived. Getting rid of big-box stores will not bring 

back a simpler America populated by thriving, unique Main Streets; in 

reality, Main Street will not survive if consumers cannot afford to shop 

there.

 Sanchez 4

Work Cited

Taylor, Betsy. “Big Box Stores Are Bad for Main Street.” CQ Researcher  

9.44 (1999): 1011. print.

Work cited page is in 
MLA style.

Conclusion returns to 
the thesis and shows 
the wider significance 
of Sanchez’s analysis.

4f Sample student essay: Analysis of an advertisement

On the following pages is Albert Lee’s analysis of the McDonald’s 
ad that appears on page 89.
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Lee 1

Albert Lee

professor McIntosh

English 101 

4 November 2009 

The Golden Arches Go Green: McDonald’s and Real Lettuce

 Dominating a McDonald’s advertisement in the July-August 2004 

issue of Men’s Health magazine is a highly magnified head of lettuce, 

the centerpiece of a healthful menu that McDonald’s was promoting. The 

lettuce looms over the ad’s two other elements, a comment card from 

a smiling female customer with a question about lettuce and a friendly 

note in reply from McDonald’s. For a restaurant chain known for its  

supersized meals of Double Quarter pounders with Cheese, the close-up 

of a lettuce leaf might come as a surprise. A superficial interpretation of 

the McDonald’s ad would point out that the fast-food giant is attempting 

to remake its image into a health-conscious restaurant. After all, the 

greening of the Golden Arches follows a shift in public attitudes toward 

diet and a sometimes environmentally unfriendly food industry.

 Less obvious are the associations that the ad creates to  

persuade people that McDonald’s is committed to a product—an entire 

experience—not usually offered by fast-food restaurants. If fast food has 

become synonymous in many consumers’ minds with the impersonal and 

artificial conditions of modern life—from assembly-line food to robotic 

exchanges at the counter or drive-through window—then the  

McDonald’s ad seeks to replace those associations with images of  

authenticity and familiarity.

 The ad’s underlying message emphasizes for viewers the real over 

the artificial, a quality in both McDonald’s food and its relationship with 

its customers. Through vivid graphics McDonald’s shows, rather than 

tells, viewers that its ingredients are wholesome. The head of lettuce 

Marginal annotations indicate MLA-style formatting and effective writing.

Lee briefly 
summarizes the 
content of the ad.

Lee’s thesis offers his 
analysis of the ad’s 
message.

Lee suggests a 
simple interpretation 
to highlight his 
more compelling 
interpretation.
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Lee 2

that creates the ad’s entire background is the picture of mouthwatering  

wholesomeness. Enlarged to many times its natural size, the lettuce 

reveals its sharp, spring-green edges and beads of water standing on its 

leaves, presumably from recent washing. The fast-food chain could have 

bombarded the public with nutritional statistics about its food items, as 

many other restaurants do, but it seems to recognize that numbers can 

begin to read like cold data from a science textbook. Instead, McDonald’s 

invites us to take a closer look at its ingredients, a chance to verify 

for ourselves that the lettuce is as “pure” and “fresh” as it claims. The 

lettuce does in fact look “so crisp” that we can easily believe it would 

produce a “crunch” if we bit into it, just as McDonald’s reports.

 The ad’s copy suggests that McDonald’s wishes to convince 

viewers that its commitment to serving customers’ needs is as genuine 

as its lettuce. The prominent repetition of the word real in the  

tagline expresses McDonald’s policy of plain dealing with individual 

customers. The picture of a supposedly real customer, a paper clip 

holding her photograph, and the ragged left edge of the comment card 

all contribute to a sense that this exchange between customer and  

McDonald’s is as real, as “pure,” as McDonald’s claims its lettuce is.

 Indeed, the heading to the comment card, “Ask M,” gives McDonald’s 

a personal identity, which intensifies the impression of the company’s 

accessibility. “Ask M” conjures up the image of a straight-shooting, 

small-town newspaper advice columnist. McDonald’s lettuce, “M” says, 

comes “from the same place you buy yours.” This comparison with the 

neighborhood market emphasizes the local presence of the restaurant by  

association. The lettuce we eat at McDonald’s, the ad suggests, is in fact 

the very same we would feel confident putting on our family’s plate at 

home. The opening phrase of the second sentence, “Simply put,” is a  

signal that McDonald’s earnestly desires to explain its operations to its 
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customers. As with the close-up of the lettuce, the wording suggests 

that the company has nothing to hide. 

 It might be difficult to imagine that people will be persuaded 

to abandon their local markets for McDonald’s. But then again, we 

cannot easily forget the ad’s image of lettuce, its curling, serrated 

edges and finely branched veins, enlarged to a slightly unsettling 

size. And if this green image conjures up in our minds a golden  

“M”—a place where we can reconnect with real people and the bounty 

of the land—then maybe one of the most successful companies in  

history has done it again.
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