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Introduction

Coach Herman Boone’s Gettysburg speech in the film Remember the Titans is one of the story’s
central rhetorical moments. Addressing a newly integrated high-school football team divided by
racism, resentment, and fear, Boone takes the players to the Gettysburg battlefield and asks them to
learn from the Civil War dead. The original essay correctly identifies repetition, analogy, emotional
appeal, and the connection between past conflict and the team’s present division. A stronger analysis
should also examine the speech’s rhetorical situation, Boone's use of place, his construction of
collective identity, the tension between historical accuracy and cinematic symbolism, and the way the
scene transforms the team’s conflict into an ethical choice. Boone does not present a detailed history
lesson. He uses Gettysburg as a moral landscape where the players must decide whether inherited
hatred will continue through them or whether disciplined cooperation can interrupt it.

The Scene’s Rhetorical Situation

The speech occurs during training camp after Black and white students from previously segregated
schools have been placed on the same team. Formal integration has occurred, but social integration
has not. Players distrust one another, group themselves by race, and reproduce the hostility of the
surrounding community. Boone’s immediate problem is practical: a team cannot execute complex
plays if its members refuse to communicate or protect one another. His deeper problem is moral. The
players must understand that athletic cooperation without human recognition would be unstable. The
speech therefore addresses performance, identity, memory, and citizenship at once.

Why Boone Chooses Gettysburg

Boone could have delivered the same words on a practice field, but the battlefield changes their
force. Gettysburg is associated with enormous loss, national division, and the unresolved meaning of
equality in the United States. By physically bringing the players to the site, Boone turns history into
an environment rather than an abstract chapter. The fog, graves, silence, and early-morning fatigue
create a solemn mood. Place functions as evidence: people died because political and moral conflict
had become war. The players’ dispute is not equivalent to the Civil War, but the location warns that
hatred can move from language and separation toward violence.
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Historical Memory and Cinematic Compression

The speech refers broadly to Black and white soldiers fighting and dying on the same ground.
Historically, the armies at Gettysburg were not integrated in the modern sense, and Black Union
troops did not fight in that specific battle. The film compresses history to create a symbolic claim
about shared blood and national consequence. This should be acknowledged rather than ignored. The
speech is rhetorically effective because it evokes the Civil War’s struggle over union and slavery, but
it is not a precise description of troop composition at Gettysburg. Recognizing the simplification allows
viewers to distinguish historical analysis from cinematic memory. (McPherson)

Boone’s Ethos

Ethos concerns the speaker’s credibility and character as perceived by the audience. Boone’'s
authority comes partly from his position as head coach, but coercive authority alone cannot produce
the change he seeks. He has demonstrated discipline, high expectations, and willingness to confront
prejudice. At Gettysburg, he does not speak as a detached lecturer. As a Black coach working within a
hostile integration process, he embodies the historical stakes. His controlled delivery suggests
seriousness rather than theatrical anger. He presents himself as someone who understands both
conflict and the responsibility to prevent it from consuming the team.

Pathos and the Dead

The speech’s strongest appeal is emotional. Boone asks the players to listen to the battlefield and
imagine the voices of the dead. This personification makes history appear present. The dead are not
used only to inspire pride; they accuse the living of repeating destructive hatred. Boone invokes
blood, smoke, pain, and burial to strip the players’ hostility of glamour. Racism is not framed as
ordinary teenage disagreement. It is connected to a national history of suffering. The emotional
appeal creates discomfort because the team must compare its behavior with the consequences of
division.

Logos and the Argument From Consequence

The speech also contains a logical structure. First, people who hated one another fought on the
battlefield. Second, that conflict produced mass death. Third, the team is reproducing the same
pattern of contempt on a smaller scale. Therefore, continuing hatred will destroy the team and
perpetuate the larger social problem. The argument is analogical rather than deductively exact. A
football team is not a nation at war, yet the comparison is relevant because both require coordinated
action among people whose differences can be manipulated into hostility. Boone’s conclusion follows
practically: respect is necessary if the players want to survive the season as a team.
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Repetition

Boone repeats key structures involving hatred, fighting, and learning. Repetition gives the speech
rhythm and emphasizes choice. The players have heard commands throughout camp, but this
repetition differs from drill. It creates a moral refrain: the past will repeat unless the present learns.
Repeated pronouns also matter. Boone shifts the players from “you” as accused individuals toward
“we” as a community capable of change. The rhetorical movement does not erase responsibility. It
makes responsibility collective.

Pronouns and Collective Identity

At the beginning of the film, racial categories organize belonging. Black players see white players as
threats, and white players see Black players as intruders. Boone’s speech attempts to create another
identity: teammates who share a purpose and a future. His use of “we” places him within the moral
demand rather than above it. Collective pronouns can manipulate audiences by hiding differences,
but here they are used to build obligations across difference. The team will not become unified by
pretending race is irrelevant. Unity must be created through changed behavior.

Antithesis

The speech relies on contrasts: life and death, past and present, hatred and respect, division and
team. Antithesis clarifies the decision before the players. They cannot simultaneously preserve racial
hostility and achieve genuine unity. Boone does not offer a comfortable middle position in which
players cooperate only when winning requires it. The contrast gives urgency to moral change. It also
reflects the film’s larger structure, which repeatedly opposes inherited community prejudice with
relationships formed through shared work.

The Metaphor of Infection

Boone describes hatred as something that can destroy the team. Across the film, racism behaves like
a social infection: it spreads through families, schools, crowds, and institutions. The metaphor
suggests that prejudice is learned and transmitted rather than biologically inevitable. It also implies
that inaction allows it to continue. However, the medical metaphor has limits. Racism is not a disease
for which individuals bear no responsibility. It is maintained through choices, policies, habits, and
unequal power. The speech’s value lies in showing transmission while still demanding action.
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Audience Adaptation

Boone speaks to adolescents under physical strain, not to historians or politicians. His language is
direct, concrete, and brief. He uses a battlefield because the players understand competition,
courage, and sacrifice. He does not cite legislation or sociological research. Audience adaptation
makes the message accessible without making it intellectually empty. Effective rhetoric selects
evidence and form according to what the audience can recognize in the moment. Boone’s challenge is
to reach players whose defenses would rise against a longer moral lecture.

Silence as a Rhetorical Device

The pauses surrounding the speech are as important as the words. The quiet landscape contrasts with
the shouting of practice and the hostility of the team. Silence allows the players to look, breathe, and
absorb the site. In film, camera movement and music support the speech’s rhythm, demonstrating
that the scene is multimodal rhetoric. Boone's voice, the actors’ expressions, fog, graves, and editing
all contribute meaning. The speech on a printed page would retain its argument but lose part of its
emotional force.

Transformation Through Identification

Rhetorician Kenneth Burke explains persuasion partly through identification: audiences are moved
when they perceive shared substance with a speaker or one another. Boone asks the players to
identify not with one side’s racial category but with the dead consequences of division and the living
possibility of team. The players do not become identical. Their differences remain, but they begin to
see that each person’s success depends on the others. Football provides a material form of
interdependence. Blocking, passing, tackling, and communication make solidarity observable. (Burke)

The Speech and Leadership

Boone's leadership combines pressure with meaning. Earlier, he uses demanding drills and forced
interaction to disrupt racial separation. At Gettysburg, he explains why the discipline matters.
Leadership based only on punishment can create compliance, while inspirational language without
structure can create temporary emotion. Boone joins the two. He establishes expectations, creates
conditions for contact, and then frames the experience through a moral story. The scene suggests
that leaders must connect daily behavior with a purpose larger than immediate performance.
(Plantinga)
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Limits of the “Great Speech” Model

The film risks implying that one powerful speech can solve racism. In reality, prejudice is not removed
through inspiration alone. The team changes through repeated contact, shared risk, confrontation,
friendship, institutional decisions, and consequences. The speech is a turning point because it
reorganizes how players interpret those experiences, not because it magically erases bias. Viewers
should resist the comforting idea that social inequality disappears once individuals feel unity.
Structural discrimination and community opposition continue after the scene.

Connection With the Gettysburg Address

Boone's speech echoes Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address without copying it. Lincoln asks
whether a nation conceived in liberty and dedicated to equality can endure. Boone asks whether a
team divided by racial hatred can survive and become worthy of sacrifice. Both speeches use the
dead to create duties for the living. Lincoln’s phrase “unfinished work” is especially relevant:
integration is not completed by an administrative order, and national equality was not completed by
the Civil War. Boone’s players inherit unfinished work at a local level. (Lincoln)

Race, Sport, and the American Narrative

Sports films often present the team as a model of democratic society. Players from different
backgrounds accept common rules, earn trust through performance, and pursue a shared goal. This
narrative can be powerful because sport makes cooperation visible. It can also simplify inequality by
suggesting that merit and discipline automatically overcome historical barriers. Remember the Titans
partly avoids this simplification by showing hostility from adults, institutions, and spectators. The
team becomes a hopeful example, but the surrounding society does not transform immediately. (Boaz
Yakin)

Boone’s Ethical Demand

The ethical core of the speech is not that players must like one another. Boone demands respect.
Respect can begin before affection because it governs conduct: listen, communicate, protect a
teammate, reject dehumanization, and accept equal responsibility. This is important in diverse
institutions. Waiting for complete emotional harmony can postpone fair treatment indefinitely. Boone
makes behavior the first test of change. Friendship may develop later through dependable action.
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Impact Within the Narrative

After Gettysburg, the team gradually develops stronger cooperation. Gerry Bertier and Julius
Campbell become central examples. Their relationship changes through honest confrontation and
recognition of each other’s leadership. The speech gives language to that transformation, but their
trust is built during practice and games. The Titans’ success then challenges the community’s
expectations. The narrative uses athletic performance as public evidence that integration does not
weaken the team. Yet the deeper victory is the creation of relationships that contradict the social
order outside the field.

Why the Scene Remains Memorable

The speech remains memorable because it combines simple language with a highly charged setting
and a clear moral choice. It does not overwhelm the audience with explanation. It links a familiar
national memory to an intimate conflict and uses the visual power of film to make history feel
immediate. Its imperfections, including historical compression, do not eliminate its rhetorical
significance. They invite critical viewers to ask how popular culture uses history and why certain
symbols carry persuasive authority.

Conclusion

Coach Boone’s Gettysburg speech persuades through ethos, pathos, logos, repetition, antithesis,
pronouns, silence, and the symbolic force of place. Gettysburg transforms the team’s racial conflict
from a private disagreement into part of the nation’s unfinished struggle over equality. Boone argues
that hatred has consequences, that the past warns the present, and that respect is necessary for both
athletic survival and moral growth. The speech is not a fully accurate Civil War lesson, and it should
not be treated as a magical cure for racism. Its power lies in reframing the players’ choices and
connecting discipline with shared purpose. Within Remember the Titans, the scene marks the
moment when the team begins to understand that unity is not sameness or sentiment. It is a practice
of responsibility toward people whom society has taught them to fear.
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