
this is america rhetorical analysis
This is America is a powerful music video and song by Childish Gambino, the musical alter ego of
actor and writer Donald Glover. Released in 2018, the piece quickly became a cultural phenomenon,
not only for its catchy beats and striking visuals but also for its profound commentary on
contemporary American society, particularly regarding issues such as gun violence, racism, and
systemic oppression. This article delves into a rhetorical analysis of "This is America," unpacking its
use of visual and musical rhetoric, its thematic elements, and the societal implications it raises.

Understanding Rhetorical Analysis

Rhetorical analysis involves examining how a creator uses rhetorical strategies to convey messages
and persuade audiences. In the case of "This is America," Childish Gambino employs various
techniques, including juxtaposition, symbolism, and irony, to critique and reflect on American
culture. The music video serves as a rich text for analysis as it combines audio and visual elements
to enhance its message.

Visual Rhetoric in "This is America"

The music video for "This is America" is laden with striking imagery that serves to amplify its
thematic concerns. Here are some key visual elements:

Juxtaposition of Joy and Violence

One of the most prominent rhetorical strategies in the video is the juxtaposition of joyous celebration
and graphic violence. The video opens with Gambino dancing joyfully, representing a carefree and
celebratory aspect of American culture. However, this joy is abruptly interrupted by shocking acts of
violence, including shootings that occur throughout the video. This stark contrast is designed to
reflect the often-overlooked realities of gun violence in the U.S. and the way in which entertainment
can mask underlying societal issues.

Symbolism and Imagery

The use of symbolism is another powerful rhetorical device in "This is America." Throughout the
video, various symbols are employed to represent broader themes:

- Guns: The frequent presence of firearms in the video symbolizes America's complex relationship
with gun culture. The casualness with which violence is portrayed critiques the normalization of gun
violence in society.
- Dancing: The frequent dancing in the video, reminiscent of viral internet trends, represents the
distractions that often eclipse serious issues. It suggests that entertainment can distract individuals



from the grim realities of life in America.
- Children: The inclusion of children in the video, particularly during violent scenes, serves as a
haunting reminder of how systemic violence impacts the most vulnerable members of society.

Musical Rhetoric in "This is America"

In addition to its visual rhetoric, the musical components of "This is America" also play a critical role
in conveying its message. The song’s genre-blurring sound, which combines elements of rap, trap,
and gospel, mirrors the chaotic nature of contemporary American life.

Lyric Analysis

The lyrics of "This is America" are filled with sharp commentary and social critique. A few key
themes emerge:

- Surveillance and Control: Gambino references the pervasive surveillance culture in America,
suggesting that individuals are constantly monitored and controlled. This theme resonates with
discussions about privacy and government overreach.
- Racism and Oppression: The lyrics address systemic racism and the oppression faced by Black
Americans. Gambino's blunt portrayal of these issues reflects the frustrations and anger that have
fueled movements like Black Lives Matter.
- Distraction and Ignorance: The repeated references to entertainment and distraction underscore
the tendency of society to overlook pressing issues in favor of fleeting pleasures. This commentary
highlights the dangers of apathy in the face of injustice.

Musical Style and Structure

The musical structure of "This is America" shifts dramatically throughout the song, mirroring the
themes of chaos and contradiction. The transition from melodic, almost soothing elements to harsh,
aggressive beats reflects the duality of American life.

- Gospel Influences: The use of gospel elements in the chorus invokes a sense of spirituality and
community, contrasting sharply with the darker themes of the verses.
- Shifts in Tempo and Style: The abrupt changes in tempo and style throughout the song serve to
disorient the listener, echoing the unpredictability of violence and societal issues in America.

Thematic Elements

"This is America" addresses several interwoven themes that resonate deeply with audiences. These
themes are crucial in understanding the rhetorical impact of the piece.



Gun Violence

Gun violence is perhaps the most overt theme in "This is America." The music video graphically
depicts shooting scenes, each one serving as a stark reminder of the epidemic of gun violence in the
United States. This portrayal is not merely for shock value; it is intended to provoke thought and
discussion about the normalization of violence in American life.

Racial Inequality

The video powerfully tackles the issue of racial inequality, showcasing the struggles of Black
Americans in a society that often marginalizes them. Through imagery and lyrics, Gambino
highlights the systemic racism that permeates various aspects of American life, from law
enforcement to economic opportunity.

Consumerism and Distraction

Another significant theme is the culture of distraction and consumerism. The video illustrates how
entertainment can divert attention from critical social issues. By presenting violence in the context
of entertainment, Gambino critiques how society often prioritizes pleasure over confronting
uncomfortable truths.

Societal Implications

The impact of "This is America" extends beyond its artistic merit; it serves as a cultural commentary
that can incite conversation and change. The video’s release coincided with a surge in discussions
around gun control, racial justice, and the role of media in shaping public perception.

Influencing the Discourse

"This is America" has influenced discourse in several ways:

- Awareness: The video has raised awareness of gun violence and racial inequality, prompting
discussions across social media and news outlets.
- Art as Activism: Gambino's work exemplifies how art can serve as a vehicle for social change,
inspiring other artists to use their platforms for advocacy.
- Cultural Reflection: The piece acts as a mirror, reflecting both the beauty and brutality of American
life, challenging viewers to confront uncomfortable truths.



Conclusion

In conclusion, "This is America" by Childish Gambino stands as a poignant piece of art that utilizes
various rhetorical strategies to convey powerful messages about gun violence, racial inequality, and
the distractions of contemporary culture. Through its compelling visual and musical elements, the
work encourages audiences to grapple with the complexities of American society. As a cultural
artifact, it not only reflects the current state of affairs but also serves as a catalyst for critical
dialogue and potential change.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'This Is America'?
The main themes include gun violence, systemic racism, and the juxtaposition of American culture
with its darker realities.

How does Childish Gambino use symbolism in 'This Is
America'?
Symbolism is prevalent throughout the video, with elements like the dancing, the gun violence, and
the contrasting visuals representing the duality of American life.

What role does satire play in 'This Is America'?
Satire is employed to critique American society, highlighting the absurdity of gun culture and the
normalization of violence while juxtaposing it with entertainment.

How does the music video address the issue of police
brutality?
The video features scenes that directly reference police brutality, illustrating the violent reality
faced by Black individuals in America and the indifference of society.

In what ways does 'This Is America' challenge the viewer's
perception of American identity?
By presenting a stark contrast between joyous imagery and horrific violence, it challenges the
viewer to confront uncomfortable truths about American identity and values.

What is the significance of the choreography in 'This Is
America'?
The choreography serves to distract from the chaos and violence, symbolizing how entertainment
can mask deeper societal issues, and it reflects cultural appropriation.



How does Childish Gambino address the concept of escapism
in the video?
Escapism is depicted through the celebratory dance sequences that mask the underlying violence,
suggesting how people often ignore harsh realities through entertainment.

What impact did 'This Is America' have on discussions about
race and violence in America?
The video sparked widespread discussions and debates about race, violence, and the media's role in
shaping perceptions of these issues in American society.

How does the structure of 'This Is America' contribute to its
rhetorical impact?
The abrupt shifts between upbeat music and shocking imagery create a disorienting experience,
forcing viewers to engage critically with the contrasting messages.
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