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Lesson Objectives: No, not the drink (though I guess it could be incorporated as a reward for insightful rhetorical analyses). This is an activity that I used during the rhetorical analysis project. After hearing substantial complaints and concerns regarding the word rhetorical, I decided to use informal media to show students how they probably understand rhetoric in ways in which they were unaware. The goal of this assignment is to have students look at texts with similar goals but that go about achieving these goals in drastically different ways, thus illustrating the importance of how things are said versus what is said.

Ingredients/Preparation and Materials:

Eager students; computer; projector; speakers; links to Cadillac commercials; and cinnamon (season to taste).

Procedures: First, students should have a general discussion about their understanding of rhetorical analysis. Much of this discussion may sound like complaints or questions instead of actual definitions of the phrase. This is fine. It’s important to hear where the students are in coming to terms with an assignment that they may be new to. From here, I usually give a brief idea of how I see rhetorical analysis—how the text moves, animates, and presents itself. Students often grapple with this but don’t seem to confirm my definition in their minds. 

After this discussion reaches its peak, I present the first video, asking them to take notes about the purpose of the commercial and how the commercial goes about fulfilling that purpose. The video is a Cadillac commercial from 1974 featuring Arnold Palmer as Caddy’s spokesperson. Donning country club attire and wielding a long wooden tennis racquet, Arnold explains to viewers his endorsement of this particular vehicle.  

At the video’s end, we talk briefly about the purpose (“buy this car”) and how Arnold delivers this message. Immediately afterwards we watch another Cadillac commercial with the same purpose (“buy a Cadillac”) but drastically different rhetoric. A contemporary piece, the advertisement begins with an obvious parody on luxury car owners of yore, perhaps friends of Arnold’s. Then, suddenly, Cadillac gives luxury a new face—one with a 5 o’clock shadow, rugged yet sophisticated. After viewing this commercial, students generally put the two into conversation. Usually they claim that Cadillac is now trying to transgress the dusty image of the country club elitist, replacing it with a sexier, younger, yet financially successful contemporary figure.  

Seeing these videos juxtaposed against one another sparks many interesting conversations. In fact, I think that it would be unhelpful for me to suggest readings that would be most beneficial for the purposes of the assignment. I will say that my students took the second video into the depths of a feminist reading by listing different ways each female was portrayed in the commercial (many of which were objects of a male gaze). Regardless, students found themselves analyzing with creative depth without much help from me.

Conclusion: Since the analysis can become very tangential, it becomes important to remind students that they are observing different rhetorical moves employed by the creators of the commercial. In order to bring it home, the instructor must not lose sight of the initial questions and concerns that the students often express before the exercise. 

