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Introduction
Coach Herman Boone’s Gettysburg speech in Remember the Titans functions as a turning point
because it reframes the team’s racial conflict as a moral problem rather than merely a threat to
athletic performance. The speech occurs during training camp after Black and white students from
previously segregated schools have been placed on the same football team but continue to distrust,
avoid, and resent one another. Boone takes the players to the Gettysburg battlefield, where the
physical setting allows him to connect their hostility with a national history of division and sacrifice.
His purpose is not to provide a detailed Civil War lecture. He uses the battlefield as a rhetorical
landscape through which the players must confront the possible consequences of inherited hatred.
The scene is persuasive because speech, place, fog, silence, music, camera movement, and the
visible reactions of the players operate together. Its central argument is simple but demanding:
formal integration is not enough; the team must choose disciplined respect and shared responsibility
if it is to become something more than two hostile groups wearing the same uniform (Yakin, 2000).

Rhetorical Situation and the Choice of Gettysburg
The rhetorical situation gives Boone’s words their urgency. He is speaking to adolescents under
physical and emotional strain, not to historians, policymakers, or a general audience, so his language
is direct, concrete, and brief. The immediate exigence is a football team that cannot function because
players do not trust one another enough to communicate, block, tackle, or protect teammates
consistently. The larger exigence is the racial conflict surrounding school integration in Alexandria,
Virginia, as represented by the film. Boone therefore needs a message that reaches beyond abstract
instruction about tolerance. Gettysburg provides a setting the players can understand through
concepts already central to sport: courage, loyalty, sacrifice, discipline, and the consequences of
division. The battlefield converts history into physical evidence. The graves and landscape suggest
that conflict can become irreversible when communities accept hatred as normal. Boone’s authority is
strengthened because he does not position himself outside the problem. His repeated movement
toward “we” presents racial division as a collective responsibility requiring behavioral change, not
simply as the personal defect of a few players.
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Ethos and Pathos
Boone’s ethos comes partly from his formal authority as head coach, but the speech would have
limited power if authority were its only source. Earlier scenes establish him as demanding, disciplined,
and willing to confront prejudice, creating a reputation that shapes how the players receive him. At
Gettysburg, however, he uses moral credibility rather than threats. His controlled delivery, restrained
tone, and willingness to invoke suffering allow him to appear serious without turning the scene into a
display of anger. Pathos then deepens that authority. Boone asks the players to imagine the
battlefield filled with smoke, blood, fear, and the voices of the dead, transforming history from distant
information into an emotional presence. The dead become an implied audience whose sacrifice
judges the living. This emotional appeal does not simply make the players feel sad; it makes
continued racial hostility appear morally small beside the consequences of national division. Boone’s
pathos is effective because the location supports it. The film lets the physical battlefield carry part of
the emotional burden rather than relying on exaggerated dialogue alone.

Logos, Repetition, and Collective Identity
The speech also contains a clear argument from consequence. Boone links hatred to conflict, conflict
to destruction, and the team’s present division to the possibility of repeating destructive patterns. The
analogy is not historically or logically exact: a high-school football team is not a nation at civil war. Its
rhetorical usefulness comes from the structural similarity Boone wants the players to recognize. Both
situations involve people who must decide whether identity differences become grounds for
permanent hostility or whether common obligations can limit conflict. Repetition strengthens this
reasoning by returning to words associated with hatred, fighting, learning, and respect. Antithesis
further sharpens the choice between division and unity, past and present, death and continued life,
hatred and respect. Pronouns also matter. Boone moves between “you” and “we,” first confronting
the players with responsibility and then including himself within the obligation to change. The
language therefore does more than condemn racism; it constructs a new collective identity in which
teammates remain different people but become responsible for one another’s performance and
safety.

Film Technique as Rhetoric
The filmmaking is part of the rhetoric. Boone’s words are delivered in a quiet battlefield environment
that contrasts sharply with the shouting, whistles, collisions, and conflict of training camp. Fog
reduces visual distance and creates a reflective atmosphere, while pauses allow the players to look at
the landscape and process the comparison being made. Close shots of faces show individual reaction,
while wider shots preserve the team as a group standing within a historical site. Music and editing
reinforce the solemn rhythm without replacing the speech’s argument. This multimodal design
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explains why the scene is more powerful on screen than it would be as a transcript. Silence becomes
a persuasive device because it creates room for the battlefield itself to “speak” through association.
Kenneth Burke’s concept of identification is useful here: persuasion occurs as the players are invited
to see themselves not only through racial group membership but as people sharing a common fate
and obligation. Football provides a material structure for this identification because success literally
depends on coordinated action among players who cannot perform their roles independently (Burke,
1969).

Historical Compression and the Gettysburg Symbol
The Gettysburg setting also introduces a historical complication that should be acknowledged rather
than ignored. Boone’s speech evokes Black and white soldiers dying on the same ground, but the
actual Battle of Gettysburg in July 1863 was not fought by racially integrated Union units, and Black
Union troops did not participate in that specific battle in the way the film’s language can imply.
African American military service was crucial to the Union war effort after authorization of Black
enlistment, but the film compresses that history to create a symbolic statement about shared blood
and national consequence. Recognizing this simplification does not eliminate the scene’s rhetorical
value. It clarifies the difference between historical accuracy and cinematic memory. The film uses
Gettysburg because American audiences already associate the site with national division, sacrifice,
and Abraham Lincoln’s later Gettysburg Address. Boone’s speech echoes Lincoln’s idea of unfinished
work by suggesting that the moral problem of equality was not completed by the Civil War and must
still be confronted in everyday institutions (McPherson, 1988; Lincoln, 1863).

Why One Speech Is Not Enough
The scene also has ethical limits because a powerful speech cannot realistically solve racism by itself.
The team’s later development depends on repeated contact, shared goals, confrontation, friendship,
discipline, and consequences rather than one moment of inspiration. Gerry Bertier and Julius
Campbell become important because their relationship changes through honest criticism and
dependable action, not merely because they heard Boone speak. The Gettysburg scene is a turning
point because it gives the players a new framework for interpreting these later experiences. It does
not erase community opposition, unequal institutions, or the racial attitudes the characters carry into
camp. This distinction makes the speech more persuasive as film analysis. Inspirational rhetoric can
redirect attention and establish a moral standard, but sustained change requires behavior that
repeatedly confirms the new standard. Boone’s demand for respect is especially important because
respect can precede affection. The players are not required to feel immediate friendship; they are
required to listen, communicate, protect one another, reject dehumanization, and perform their roles
fairly. The narrative then shows emotional bonds developing from those repeated practices.
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Conclusion
Coach Boone’s Gettysburg speech succeeds because it combines rhetorical appeals with the symbolic
power of place and the visual resources of film. His ethos rests on disciplined leadership and moral
seriousness; his pathos emerges through graves, imagined voices, silence, and the memory of Civil
War suffering; and his logos takes the form of an analogy about the destructive consequences of
hatred. Repetition, antithesis, pronoun shifts, pauses, camera framing, and collective identification
turn a short speech into a broader argument about responsibility. The historical comparison is
intentionally compressed and should not be mistaken for an exact account of Black military
participation at Gettysburg, yet that limitation can be acknowledged without dismissing the scene’s
artistic purpose. Boone uses the battlefield to present integration as unfinished work requiring
behavior rather than sentiment alone. Within the film, the speech matters because it changes the
framework through which players understand practice, conflict, and teamwork. Unity is not presented
as sameness; it becomes a disciplined commitment to treat people across racial difference as
teammates whose dignity and success are interconnected.
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