
this is america rhetorical analysis

this is america rhetorical analysis explores the powerful and multifaceted messages conveyed through Childish
Gambino’s groundbreaking music video "This Is America." This rhetorical analysis delves into the visual
symbolism, narrative elements, and emotional appeals that highlight pressing social issues in America, such as
racial violence, gun control, and cultural distractions. By examining these rhetorical strategies, the article
reveals how the video communicates complex critiques of American society and provokes critical reflection
among viewers. The analysis also considers the use of contrast, irony, and repetition to underscore the
pervasive tensions within the country. This comprehensive discussion is aimed at providing a nuanced
understanding of the artistic and rhetorical significance embedded in "This Is America." Below is a detailed table
of contents outlining the main areas of focus in this rhetorical examination.
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Visual Symbolism and Imagery

The music video for "This Is America" is rich with visual symbolism that serves as a critical rhetorical device.
The imagery used throughout the video dramatizes the harsh realities of American society, particularly
focusing on issues of race, violence, and cultural distractions. Each scene is meticulously crafted to provoke
thought and elicit emotional responses from the audience.

Symbolic Characters and Actions

Donald Glover, performing as Childish Gambino, uses his body and movements as symbolic representations. His
exaggerated facial expressions and erratic dancing capture the duality of entertainment and chaos. The
presence of gun violence is starkly depicted through sudden acts of shooting, which are symbolic of the ongoing
epidemic of firearm-related incidents in the United States.

Iconic Objects and Settings

The video features several iconic objects such as firearms, cars, and church settings, each loaded with
cultural significance. The church scene, for example, references historical instances of violence against African
American communities, invoking a powerful emotional response and drawing attention to systemic racism.

Use of firearms to symbolize violence and fear

Church settings to represent community and tragedy

Dancing as a metaphor for distraction and entertainment

Contrasting colors to highlight chaos and calm



Use of Contrasts and Juxtaposition

One of the most effective rhetorical strategies in "This Is America" is the use of contrasts and juxtaposition.
These techniques highlight the stark differences between appearance and reality, entertainment and violence,
freedom and oppression.

Entertainment Versus Violence

The video juxtaposes lively, joyful dancing with sudden, brutal acts of violence. This contrast serves to
critique how American society often uses entertainment as a distraction from serious social issues such as
police brutality and systemic racism.

Calmness Amid Chaos

Throughout the video, moments of calmness are sharply interrupted by chaotic violence, symbolizing the fragile
nature of peace in America. This juxtaposition emphasizes the constant tension between safety and danger
experienced by marginalized communities.

Emotional Appeals and Pathos

Emotional appeals are central to the rhetoric of "This Is America," as they engage viewers and foster empathy
and awareness. The video evokes feelings of shock, sadness, and urgency, compelling audiences to confront
uncomfortable truths.

Shock and Horror

The sudden violent acts in the video provoke shock and horror, which serve to disrupt complacency and force
viewers to acknowledge the severity of the issues presented. This emotional impact is a deliberate rhetorical
tool to awaken critical consciousness.

Empathy and Awareness

By depicting the vulnerability of individuals amidst violence, the video fosters empathy and highlights the human
cost of social injustices. This pathos-driven approach encourages viewers to reflect on their own perspectives
and the societal structures that perpetuate inequality.

Social and Political Commentary

"This Is America" functions as a potent social and political critique, using rhetorical strategies to expose
systemic problems and provoke discourse on race relations, gun control, and cultural identity in the United
States.

Critique of Gun Violence

The video explicitly addresses the epidemic of gun violence through graphic depictions and symbolic acts. It



critiques the prevalence of firearms and the impact of gun culture on American communities, especially
marginalized groups.

Racial Injustice and Systemic Oppression

The portrayal of racial violence and references to historical and contemporary injustices serve as a
condemnation of systemic racism. The video sheds light on the ongoing struggles faced by African Americans and
challenges viewers to recognize institutional inequalities.

Examination of police brutality1.

References to historical acts of racial violence2.

Representation of cultural resilience despite oppression3.

Rhetorical Devices and Techniques

Childish Gambino’s "This Is America" employs a variety of rhetorical devices and techniques to enhance the
communication of its themes and messages.

Repetition and Rhythm

Repetition is used both visually and musically to emphasize key themes. The recurring dance sequences serve as a
rhythmic distraction, mirroring how media can divert attention from critical social problems.

Irony and Satire

The video utilizes irony by contrasting upbeat music and joyful dancing with scenes of violence and chaos. This
satirical approach critiques the superficial nature of entertainment culture in the face of societal crises.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main message conveyed in Childish Gambino's 'This is America'?

'This is America' highlights the complex and often disturbing realities of race, violence, and entertainment in
contemporary American society, emphasizing how distractions can overshadow systemic issues.

How does the use of contrast enhance the rhetorical impact of 'This is
America'?

The stark contrast between joyful dancing scenes and sudden, violent acts creates a powerful juxtaposition
that draws attention to the coexistence of entertainment and brutality in America.



What role does symbolism play in the music video of 'This is America'?

Symbolism is central, with elements like the gun representing violence, the chaotic background symbolizing
social unrest, and the dancing reflecting distraction, all contributing to a layered critique of American
culture.

How does Childish Gambino use visual rhetoric to emphasize his message in
'This is America'?

Visual rhetoric is employed through choreographed movements, facial expressions, and background actions
that collectively illustrate themes of racial tension, gun violence, and societal neglect.

In what ways does 'This is America' address the theme of distraction in
American society?

'This is America' portrays distraction through upbeat music and dance that capture attention while serious
issues like shootings and chaos occur in the background, symbolizing how entertainment can divert focus from
critical problems.

How does the use of irony contribute to the rhetorical effectiveness of
'This is America'?

Irony emerges from the cheerful presentation of dance and music juxtaposed with scenes of violence, highlighting
the paradox of a society that normalizes tragedy amidst celebration.

What rhetorical devices are prominent in the lyrics of 'This is America'?

The lyrics feature repetition, metaphor, and allusion, reinforcing themes of systemic racism, gun violence, and
cultural complacency, thereby deepening the song's critical message.

Additional Resources
1. Understanding "This Is America": A Rhetorical Perspective
This book offers a comprehensive analysis of the rhetorical strategies used in Childish Gambino's "This Is
America." It delves into symbolism, imagery, and narrative techniques that highlight social and political issues
in America. Readers gain insight into how art and rhetoric combine to provoke thought and dialogue.

2. Rhetoric and Race in Contemporary America
Exploring various forms of media, this book examines how rhetoric shapes conversations about race in modern
America. It includes a dedicated chapter on "This Is America," unpacking its visual and lyrical rhetoric. The
text encourages critical thinking about the power of language and imagery in social justice movements.

3. Visual Rhetoric in Music Videos: Case Studies Including "This Is America"
Focusing on music videos as a medium, this book analyzes how visual rhetoric communicates complex messages.
"This Is America" is a key case study, illustrating how choreography, symbolism, and mise-en-sc�ne work
together to deliver impactful commentary. The book is valuable for students of media studies and rhetoric.

4. Protest and Performance: Rhetorical Strategies in American Art
This work explores the intersection of performance art and protest rhetoric, with "This Is America" serving as
a prime example. It discusses how artists use their platforms to address systemic issues through rhetorical
devices. The book highlights the role of creativity in social and political activism.

5. Decoding "This Is America": Language, Symbolism, and Power
This text provides an in-depth rhetorical analysis of "This Is America," focusing on its use of language and



symbolism to convey messages about power and violence. It contextualizes the piece within American history
and contemporary social issues. Readers learn to critically interpret layered artistic works.

6. Media, Message, and Meaning: Rhetorical Analysis of Modern American Culture
Covering a broad range of cultural texts, this book includes a detailed section on "This Is America." It
explores how media messages are crafted and understood through rhetorical frameworks. The book is designed
to help readers develop skills in analyzing cultural artifacts critically.

7. Race, Violence, and Rhetoric in 21st Century America
This book investigates how rhetoric addresses themes of race and violence in recent American discourse. "This Is
America" is analyzed as a pivotal work that uses rhetorical techniques to expose societal issues. The author
combines theory with practical analysis to engage readers in important conversations.

8. Contemporary American Rhetoric: Music as Social Commentary
Examining music as a rhetorical form, this book discusses how artists comment on social issues through their
work. The analysis of "This Is America" highlights the fusion of music, visuals, and performance in creating
persuasive messages. It offers insights into the evolving landscape of American rhetorical traditions.

9. Critical Approaches to Popular Culture: The Case of "This Is America"
This book applies critical theory to popular culture artifacts, with a focus on "This Is America." It explores
how rhetorical strategies in popular media reflect and challenge societal norms. Readers are encouraged to
consider the implications of cultural texts in shaping public discourse.
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