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Lou Gehrig's farewell speech is an iconic moment in sports history and American culture, delivered
on July 4, 1939, at Yankee Stadium. Gehrig, a legendary baseball player for the New York Yankees,
was diagnosed with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), a terminal iliness that would soon end his
playing career. His farewell speech, often referred to as "The Luckiest Man on the Face of the Earth,"
resonates deeply with audiences, not only for its poignant content but also for its masterful use of
rhetorical devices. This article will dissect the key components of Gehrig's speech, exploring the
rhetorical strategies he employed to convey his message and the emotional impact it has had on
generations of listeners.

Context of the Speech

Historical Background

Lou Gehrig was an extraordinary athlete, known for his durability and sportsmanship. He played 2,130
consecutive games, earning him the nickname "The Iron Horse." However, in 1939, he was forced to
retire due to his diagnosis, which was a devastating blow not just for him but for the entire baseball
community. The farewell speech came during a day dedicated to him at Yankee Stadium, where fans
gathered to express their admiration and support.

Setting the Scene

The atmosphere at Yankee Stadium on July 4, 1939, was charged with emotion. Thousands of fans
filled the stands, and Gehrig’'s teammates were present as well. The significance of the day was
palpable; it marked the end of an era for one of baseball's greatest players. This setting added weight
to his words and allowed for a powerful connection between Gehrig and the audience.



Rhetorical Strategies Employed

Ethos: Establishing Credibility

One of the most effective rhetorical strategies in Gehrig's speech is his appeal to ethos, or credibility.
By addressing the audience as someone who had spent 17 years in the major leagues, he established
himself as a respected figure in the baseball community. He did not need to boast about his
achievements; his status as a Hall of Famer spoke for itself. Here are a few ways he established
credibility:

- Personal Experience: Gehrig shared his journey in baseball, highlighting his struggles and triumphs.
- Acknowledgment of Others: He gave credit to his teammates, coaches, and family, demonstrating
humility and respect for those who supported him throughout his career.

Pathos: Emotional Appeal

Gehrig's speech is a masterclass in pathos, as it evokes deep emotions from the audience. He speaks
candidly about his illness but does so in a manner that emphasizes gratitude rather than despair. Key
emotional elements include:

- Gratitude: Gehrig repeatedly expresses his appreciation for the fans, teammates, and the game
itself, which creates a sense of warmth and connection.

- Resilience: Despite his illness, he presents himself as a fighter, stating that he feels lucky rather
than defeated. This positive outlook resonates with the audience, encouraging them to feel hope
rather than sorrow.

Logos: Logical Structure

While the emotional appeal is strong, Gehrig also employs logical reasoning to convey his message.
His speech follows a clear structure that builds his case effectively:

1. Introduction: He begins by thanking the audience and acknowledging the circumstances of the day.
2. Reflection on Career: Gehrig recounts his experiences in baseball, emphasizing the joy and
fulfillment the sport has brought him.

3. Conclusion: He culminates with the powerful declaration that he considers himself "the luckiest
man on the face of the Earth," reinforcing his positive perspective.

This logical progression helps the audience follow his thoughts and understand the depth of his
feelings.

Key Themes



Gratitude and Humility

One of the central themes of Gehrig's speech is gratitude. He takes time to thank everyone who has
contributed to his success, from his coaches and teammates to the fans who supported him. This
expression of gratitude is powerful and serves to humanize him, making him relatable to all who
listen. His humility in recognizing the contributions of others rather than focusing solely on his
achievements is a poignant reminder of the importance of community.

Acceptance and Resilience

Gehrig's acceptance of his diagnosis is another crucial theme. Rather than bemoaning his fate, he
chooses to focus on the positive aspects of his life. His statement about being "the luckiest man"
reflects a deep sense of resilience and an ability to find light in dark times. This theme resonates
universally, encouraging others facing challenges to adopt a similar mindset.

Legacy and Impact

Gehrig’s speech transcends the realm of baseball; it speaks to the human experience. His words have
inspired countless individuals facing adversity, and his legacy continues to impact both sports and
broader societal contexts. ALS has since been recognized as a significant health issue, and Gehrig's
name remains synonymous with courage and determination.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Gehrig's Speech

Lou Gehrig's farewell speech is not merely a goodbye; it is a profound statement on life, gratitude,
and resilience. Through his masterful use of rhetorical strategies—ethos, pathos, and logos—he
created a lasting impact that extends beyond the confines of baseball. His ability to express
vulnerability while maintaining a positive outlook has made his speech a timeless piece of oratory.

Gehrig’s narrative reminds us that life's challenges can be met with grace and that gratitude should
be at the forefront of our responses to adversity. The emotion captured in those brief moments at
Yankee Stadium continues to resonate today, making Lou Gehrig an enduring symbol of strength and
humility. His legacy lives on not just in the annals of sports history, but in the hearts of all who find
inspiration in his words.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes present in Lou Gehrig's farewell
speech?

The main themes in Lou Gehrig's farewell speech include gratitude, resilience, and humility. Gehrig
expresses gratitude towards his teammates, fans, and the game of baseball, while also showcasing
his resilience in facing his illness and maintaining a positive outlook.



How does Gehrig use ethos in his farewell speech?

Gehrig establishes ethos by sharing his personal experiences and achievements, which build his
credibility and connect with the audience. His humble demeanor and acknowledgment of his illness
evoke sympathy and respect from listeners, reinforcing his moral character.

What rhetorical devices does Gehrig employ in his speech?

Gehrig employs several rhetorical devices including anaphora, as seen in his repetition of 'l have' to
emphasize his accomplishments, and pathos, as he appeals to the emotions of his audience by
discussing his love for the game and the sadness of leaving it.

In what way does Gehrig's speech reflect the American spirit?

Gehrig's speech reflects the American spirit through its themes of perseverance and optimism despite
adversity. His focus on the positive aspects of his life and career serves as an inspiration, embodying
the resilience and determination often celebrated in American culture.

What impact did Lou Gehrig's farewell speech have on
American sports culture?

Lou Gehrig's farewell speech had a profound impact on American sports culture by setting a
precedent for athlete's speeches and highlighting the emotional connection between players and
fans. It has become a symbol of courage and has inspired countless athletes to express their gratitude
and struggles in similar ways.
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