lou gehrig speech rhetorical analysis

Lou Gehrig's speech delivered on July 4, 1939, is one of the most poignant moments in
sports history and American culture. This farewell address, made by the legendary
baseball player as he retired due to his diagnosis of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS),
resonates with audiences for its emotional depth, clarity, and rhetorical power. In this
article, we will analyze the rhetorical strategies Gehrig employed, exploring how they
contributed to the lasting impact of his speech.

Context and Background

Lou Gehrig, known as the "Iron Horse," was a celebrated player for the New York
Yankees. His career was marked by extraordinary achievements, including an impressive
streak of 2,130 consecutive games played. However, in 1939, Gehrig's health began to
decline due to ALS, a progressive neurodegenerative disease that would eventually end his
life. On Independence Day that year, Gehrig delivered his farewell address at Yankee
Stadium, a moment that would become iconic in both sports and American history.

Rhetorical Strategies in Gehrig's Speech

Gehrig's farewell speech is a masterclass in rhetoric, utilizing various strategies to convey
his message effectively. Key elements include ethos, pathos, logos, and a variety of
rhetorical devices.

Establishing Ethos

Ethos, or credibility, is crucial for any speaker, and Gehrig establishes his ethos through
his reputation as a humble and hardworking athlete. He does not seek pity but rather
expresses gratitude for the opportunities he has had. For example, he opens his speech
with the famous line:

"I consider myself the luckiest man on the face of the earth."
This statement immediately creates a sense of humility and admiration, allowing the

audience to trust his words. Gehrig's acknowledgment of his achievements and the
support he received throughout his career reinforces his credibility and character.

Appealing to Pathos

Pathos, the emotional appeal, is one of the most significant elements of Gehrig's speech.
He evokes feelings of sympathy and admiration through his poignant language and



personal anecdotes. By focusing on his love for the game and his teammates, he creates an
emotional connection with the audience.

Key moments that highlight pathos include:

- Personal Reflections: Gehrig recounts his journey in baseball, expressing gratitude to his
teammates, coaches, and fans. His mention of the people who supported him fosters a
deep emotional resonance.

- Acknowledgment of Loss: He briefly touches on the reality of his illness, stating, "The
disease is not a bad break." This acceptance of his condition shows strength and grace,
eliciting further empathy from the audience.

Utilizing Logos

Logos, or logical appeal, is also present in Gehrig's speech, though it is less overt than
ethos and pathos. He logically outlines the impact of his career, stating the statistics and
accomplishments that defined him as a player. By doing this, Gehrig provides a factual
basis for his feelings of gratitude and luck, reinforcing the authenticity of his emotions.

Rhetorical Devices

Gehrig employs a variety of rhetorical devices to enhance his message and engage his
audience. These devices include:

Repetition

Repetition is a powerful tool in rhetoric, and Gehrig uses it effectively to emphasize his
main points. The phrase "I have been" appears multiple times throughout the speech,
underscoring his gratitude and the experiences that have shaped him. This repetition
creates a rhythmic quality that makes his message memorable.

Alliteration

Gehrig also employs alliteration to create a lyrical quality in his speech. Phrases like
"luckiest man" and "goodbye to baseball" enhance the emotional weight of his words and
make them more impactful.

Imagery

Imagery plays a significant role in Gehrig's speech, allowing the audience to visualize his
emotions and experiences. When he describes the joy of playing baseball, he evokes vivid



images that resonate with fans and players alike. This imagery deepens the emotional
impact and helps listeners connect with his message on a personal level.

The Impact of Gehrig's Speech

Lou Gehrig's farewell address is not only significant for its immediate emotional impact
but also for its lasting legacy. The speech has become a symbol of courage, resilience, and
humility in the face of adversity. It serves as a reminder of the human spirit's capacity to
endure and find gratitude even in the most challenging circumstances.

Influence on Sports Culture

Gehrig's speech has had a profound influence on sports culture and continues to inspire
athletes across generations. It has set a standard for how athletes can address their
challenges and convey their emotions to the public. Many sports figures have referenced
Gehrig's speech in their own farewells or moments of adversity, illustrating its enduring
relevance.

Connection to ALS Awareness

Moreover, Gehrig's speech has contributed significantly to raising awareness about ALS.
The disease is now commonly referred to as "Lou Gehrig's Disease," and his story has
become a catalyst for research and advocacy efforts aimed at finding a cure. The
emotional weight of his speech has helped mobilize support for ALS organizations, making
it a pivotal moment in both sports and medical history.

Conclusion

Lou Gehrig's farewell speech is a timeless example of powerful rhetoric that transcends
the world of sports. By skillfully employing ethos, pathos, logos, and various rhetorical
devices, Gehrig effectively communicated his gratitude and acceptance in the face of a
devastating illness. The impact of his words continues to resonate today, inspiring
countless individuals and raising awareness about ALS. His legacy as both an athlete and
a communicator endures, reminding us of the strength of the human spirit and the
importance of gratitude in our lives.

Frequently Asked Questions



What are the main rhetorical strategies used in Lou
Gehrig's speech?

Lou Gehrig employs ethos, pathos, and logos throughout his speech. He establishes
credibility by referencing his career and achievements, evokes strong emotions by
discussing his illness and gratitude, and uses logical reasoning to express hope and
resilience.

How does Gehrig's use of pathos enhance the emotional
impact of his speech?

Gehrig's use of pathos enhances the speech's emotional impact by sharing personal
anecdotes and expressing heartfelt gratitude to his teammates and fans, which resonates
deeply with the audience and creates a powerful connection.

In what ways does Gehrig's speech reflect the themes of
resilience and gratitude?

The themes of resilience and gratitude are central to Gehrig's speech as he acknowledges
his terminal illness but focuses on the positive aspects of his life, expressing thankfulness
for the opportunities he had and the support he received, inspiring others to appreciate
their lives.

What role does repetition play in Lou Gehrig's speech?

Repetition in Gehrig's speech emphasizes his key messages and reinforces his emotional
appeal. Phrases like 'I consider myself' highlight his humility and gratitude, making his
sentiments more memorable and impactful.

How does Gehrig's speech serve as a model of effective
public speaking?

Gehrig's speech serves as a model of effective public speaking through its clear structure,
emotional depth, and authenticity. His ability to connect with the audience while
delivering a poignant message about life and illness makes it a timeless example.

What historical context surrounds Lou Gehrig's speech
that adds to its significance?

Delivered on July 4, 1939, during a time of economic hardship and uncertainty in America,
Gehrig's speech not only highlighted his personal struggle but also resonated with a
broader audience facing their own challenges, making it a beacon of hope.

How does the conclusion of Gehrig's speech encapsulate



its overall message?

In the conclusion of his speech, Gehrig famously states, 'Today, I consider myself the
luckiest man on the face of the earth,' encapsulating the core message of gratitude and
perspective, encouraging others to find value in their circumstances despite adversity.
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