John Wayne's Commercial for the American Cancer Society

This advert is a TV commercial made during the 70s and sponsored by the American Cancer Society. It deals with cancer issues, and more particularly with the American population's awareness about this disease. It is made up of two different scenes. The first one is fictional, since it is an extract from a movie and it is set in a doctor's office. The two fictional characters (the doctor and John Wayne's character) are having a conversation in which the doctor tells his patient he has cancer. The second scene is more realistic because we can see John Wayne himself speaking in the first person. He is addressing the audience of the commercial. This setting brings a serious aspect to the scene due to the armchairs, the innumerable books and the suit Wayne is wearing. It ends with a close-up of  Wayne's face using slang language saying «I'm gonna kick you in the butt». Let's see the reasons of this informal ending.


This advert is not commercial because it doesn’t sell anything. It is an awareness ad since it aims at raising American awareness about cancer. The protagonist tries to draw the attention of the audience on how important it is to give money to help the research against the cancer. In the first part of John Wayne's speech this advert relies on the principle of soft-sell advertising: to convince people he relies on their emotions. But in the second part, when the camera starts closing-in on his face, we can say the principle of hard-sell advertising is at play since John Wayne does a direct appeal to the audience.


The target audience of this commercial is not the consumer because its aim is not selling a product. And the target is not a particular type of person, rather the American population in general because everybody should be concerned about this serious subject, according to the main character's words.


As we said before, the spatial setting also plays a main role in the structure of the advert. Indeed, there are two settings, the fictional  one and the real one. The first setting plays an important role because it relies on John Wayne's fame as an actor. The scene is taken from one of his many successful movies. Since he was a Hollywood star the audience pays even more attention when in the second part of the ad Wayne says that he actually had to face cancer in real life. The interplay of the fictional scene and Wayne's own biography strikes the audience, hinting at the idea that something one has always considered fiction may suddenly come true.


That's why it is important to talk about the context of the advert. In fact, the commercial is fairly old, since John Wayne died in 1979. There is no music or special effects so that the audience  focuses on the words that the Hollywood star is saying. But there are some external facts that permit the audience to understand better. As he himself  says in the video, John Wayne had cancer (and died from it). This creates a direct link between his character in the first part of the ad and his biographical self: he actually lived the reality of this tragic situation. The reference to John Wayne's life is also relevant for the audience, because it plays on their emotions and makes them empathize with him. This reference to his life also brings an autobiographic and literary style to the commercial.


We can say that the American Cancer Society also uses two modes of persuasion; the «pathos» and the «ethos». The pathos is based on John Wayne's ability at stirring the audience's emotions, for instance: just after he says «I lived this scene in real life, just twelve years ago», he hangs his head so that we can feel sadness in his words. The audience automatically understands that John Wayne had been living an ordeal. The pathos is also used during the first part of the advert when the doctor says to Wayne's character «You have a cancer, advanced». Here we can see the emotions on John Wayne's character's face, and the audience is inevitably touched by that.

 
On the other hand, the «ethos» is employed due to the fact that John Wayne is highly credible in the audience's eyes, and that's why the A. C. S. chose him. The references to his acting ability and the slang catch phrase «If you don't give to 'em, I'm gonna kick you in the butt» strengthen this credibility. The phrase is perfectly representative of John Wayne's characteristic “Frontier's language”: the rugged but sincere language of the pioneers who built the USA. This makes the audience feel on an equal footing: he uses a colloquial style, he is a spontaneous person, he is one of them.


To sum it up, we can say that there are three parts in this advert: the fictional scene, John Wayne's personal situation and the appeal for donations at the end during the close-up on the actor's face. Seeing this commercial a long time after John Wayne's death adds another dimension to the ad, especially now that we know that the John Wayne Cancer Foundation was created and that it is strongly linked to the American Cancer Society. Indeed, this Foundation has only one aim (just like the American Cancer Society) which is raising funds and advancing cancer research. Quite simply, that is what this ad is about.

