
The Great Debaters Discussion Questions
Answers

The Great Debaters discussion questions answers can provide a deeper understanding of the themes, characters,
and historical context presented in the film. "The Great Debaters," directed by Denzel Washington, is inspired by
the true story of the Wiley College debate team in the 1930s. It explores issues of race, justice, and the power
of words while highlighting the importance of education and critical thinking. This article will address a series
of discussion questions that can enhance your viewing experience and provoke thoughtful dialogue.

Key Themes in "The Great Debaters"

Before delving into specific discussion questions, it’s important to understand some of the key themes present in
"The Great Debaters":

1. Racial Injustice: The film is set against the backdrop of racial discrimination in the United States,
showcasing the struggles of African Americans during the Jim Crow era.
2. The Power of Words: The importance of eloquence, rhetoric, and dialogue is emphasized throughout the film,
illustrating how words can inspire change and challenge societal norms.
3. Education and Empowerment: The movie celebrates education as a means of empowerment, highlighting the
transformative power of knowledge and critical thinking.
4. Courage and Resistance: The characters exemplify courage in the face of adversity, standing up against
oppression and fighting for their beliefs.

Understanding these themes will help you engage more meaningfully with the subsequent discussion questions.

Discussion Questions and Answers

1. What role does debate play in the lives of the characters?
Debate is central to the characters' identities and aspirations. For Melvin Tolson, the coach, it is a tool for
empowerment and social change. For the students, participating in debates allows them to express their ideas,
challenge societal injustices, and develop their own voices. The film illustrates how debate cultivates
confidence and critical thinking, enabling the characters to confront racial discrimination and advocate for
justice.



2. How does the film portray the relationship between education and social
change?
The film suggests that education is vital for social change. Wiley College’s debate team embodies the idea that
knowledge equips individuals with the tools to challenge the status quo. The characters’ dedication to their
education highlights the belief that intellectual rigor can lead to greater social awareness and activism. As
they engage in debates, they not only enhance their knowledge but also inspire others to question societal
injustices.

3. In what ways does "The Great Debaters" address the theme of courage?
Courage is depicted through the characters' willingness to confront the oppressive systems around them. For
instance, James Farmer Jr. shows courage when he debates against racism and advocates for civil rights, even
when faced with hostility. Similarly, the characters demonstrate moral courage by standing up for their
beliefs, despite the personal and social risks involved. The film ultimately portrays courage as an essential
quality for enacting meaningful change.

4. What is the significance of the character of Melvin Tolson?
Melvin Tolson serves as a mentor and catalyst for change, embodying the film’s central themes of education
and activism. His character represents the struggle of African American intellectuals during the 1930s.
Tolson’s commitment to teaching his students about the power of rhetoric and critical thought reflects his
belief in their potential to effect change. Additionally, his involvement in organizing labor movements highlights
the intersection of education and social justice.

5. How does the film depict the impact of racism on individuals and society?
"The Great Debaters" portrays racism as a pervasive force that affects every aspect of the characters' lives.
The film illustrates the emotional and psychological toll of racial discrimination, as seen through the
experiences of the debate team members. Their encounters with prejudice reveal the societal barriers that
restrict their opportunities. The film emphasizes that racism not only harms individuals but also stunts
societal progress, underscoring the need for collective action against injustice.

6. What role does family play in the lives of the characters?
Family is a crucial element in the film, influencing the characters’ motivations and decisions. For example, James
Farmer Jr. is inspired by his father’s activism, which shapes his own aspirations. The support and expectations of
family members serve as both a source of strength and pressure for the characters. The film illustrates that
family dynamics can significantly impact an individual's path, especially in the context of historical struggles
for civil rights.

7. How does the use of historical context enhance the film’s narrative?
The historical context of the 1930s serves to amplify the film’s themes and character struggles. By situating
the story during a time of profound racial inequality, the film provides a backdrop that underscores the
importance of the debate team’s achievements. Historical events, such as the lynching of African Americans and
the fight for civil rights, add depth to the characters’ motivations and highlight the stakes involved in their
pursuit of justice.

8. What are some key rhetorical strategies used in the debates?
The film showcases various rhetorical strategies that the characters employ to persuade their audiences.



These include:

- Ethos: Establishing credibility by sharing personal experiences and qualifications.
- Pathos: Evoking emotional responses through powerful storytelling and relatable anecdotes.
- Logos: Utilizing logical arguments and factual evidence to support claims.

By mastering these strategies, the characters are able to effectively convey their messages and challenge
opposing viewpoints.

9. How does the climax of the film reflect the overall message?
The climax of "The Great Debaters" occurs during the final debate against Harvard University, where the
stakes are highest. This moment encapsulates the film’s overall message about the power of words and the
importance of standing up for one’s beliefs. The debate serves as a culmination of the characters’ growth and
preparation, demonstrating how their education and experiences have equipped them to tackle complex social
issues. The outcome reinforces the idea that while the battle against injustice is ongoing, the pursuit of truth
and justice is always worthwhile.

10. What lessons can modern audiences take from "The Great Debaters"?
Modern audiences can draw several lessons from "The Great Debaters," including:

- The Importance of Education: Education remains a powerful tool for personal and societal change.
- The Power of Rhetoric: Effective communication is crucial in advocating for justice and influencing public
opinion.
- Courage in the Face of Adversity: Standing up for one’s beliefs is essential, even when faced with challenges.
- Community and Support: Building a supportive community can empower individuals to pursue their goals and
effect change.

By reflecting on these lessons, viewers can apply the film's messages to contemporary issues, fostering a
commitment to social justice and activism.

Conclusion

"The Great Debaters" is not just a film about debate; it is a profound exploration of the role of education,
courage, and the power of words in the fight against injustice. Engaging with the Great Debaters discussion
questions answers can deepen your understanding of these themes and encourage meaningful conversations
about race, justice, and the importance of advocacy. As we reflect on the struggles of the past, we are
reminded of our responsibility to continue the fight for equality and social change in our own lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in 'The Great Debaters'?
The central themes include the power of education, the importance of social justice, the struggle against
oppression, and the value of civil discourse.

How does the film portray the role of debate in shaping one’s identity?
The film illustrates that debate is not just a competitive activity but a means for individuals to express their
beliefs, develop confidence, and assert their identities in a society that often marginalizes them.



What impact does the historical context have on the characters'
motivations in 'The Great Debaters'?
The historical context of the Jim Crow era deeply influences the characters' motivations, driving them to fight
against racial injustice and seek equality through education and eloquence.

How does the relationship between the students and their professor influence
their development?
The relationship serves as a mentor-student dynamic where the professor inspires the students to think
critically, challenge societal norms, and push the boundaries of their potential.

In what ways does 'The Great Debaters' emphasize the importance of civil
rights?
The film emphasizes civil rights by showcasing the characters' debates on crucial social issues, highlighting the
struggles for equality, and portraying their determination to advocate for justice.

What lessons can be drawn from the characters' experiences in 'The Great
Debaters'?
Key lessons include the significance of perseverance in the face of adversity, the power of words to effect
change, and the need for unity in the fight for justice and equality.
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