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ABSTRACT 

I explore nationalism within popular United States’ history and analyze the 

nationalistic rhetoric within a popular novel, film, television documentary, and 

computer game that use the Battle of Gettysburg as their subject. With these 

examples I argue that popular history and entertainment cultivate social 

conditions amenable to war. Rather than strictly focusing on overtly and officially 

sanctioned political arguments, I interrogate recurring defenses of United States’ 

nationalism within popular history and entertainment using the concepts of 

sociological propaganda and collective memory to further my argument. By 

focusing on popular representations of a seminal event in United States’ history, I 

contend that such an event has been used to affirm nationalistic hegemony in the 

present.  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

In this dissertation I argue that mass media representations of the Civil War Battle 

of Gettysburg have consistently fostered nationalism of a particular type within the 

United States. Mass media representations of the past have often contributed to a 

particular type of nationalism in which the nation’s soldiers are glorified and its war aims 

depicted as noble. The Civil War and the Battle of Gettysburg in particular have been 

consistently represented across generations of mass media in ways that serve this type of 

nationalism. Throughout this project I explore some popular artifacts from a variety of 

mass media that use the Battle as their subject. In these artifacts the past is used to 

encourage celebration of the nation and the military. Thus, the past is used as an 

argument.  

In this chapter I first review some of the relevant literature on the study of 

nationalism and introduce the theoretical underpinning of my study. Informed by 

Benedict Anderson’s claim that nations are “imagined communities,” these theoretical 

underpinnings assume that nations are culturally and politically constructed and 

dependent upon mass media. This is a notion embraced by many scholars who study 

nationalism, history, sociology, and rhetoric (Anderson; Day and Thompson; Foner, Who; 

Stern). Anderson, in particular, inspires the following questions in his exploration of 

nationalism: why are so many people willing to kill and die for a nation? How is such 

devotion cultivated and normalized through media? I focus my attention on collective 

memory of the Battle of Gettysburg to explore possible answers to these questions. 

Though not all members of The United States of America are willing to kill and die for 
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that nation, why do so many people support the entity directly responsible for carrying 

out state-sanctioned violence? In other words, how do so many millions of people 

respect, cherish, and enthusiastically endorse the use of military force?  

Popular representations of the past have a central role in perpetuating the cultural 

hegemony that endorses the nation’s military. As is often the case within cultural 

commonplaces, beliefs are held as natural and beyond reproach by large groups of 

people. I am interested in how this is accomplished and what part mass media plays in 

this complex equation. Throughout this dissertation I discuss the ways in which 

imagination has been cultivated in regard to mass media representations of the Battle of 

Gettysburg. This Battle has been depicted as a site of great heroism and “a crucible for 

shaping the world that came after it” (Desjardin 8). The cultivation of this attitude results 

from what Jacques Ellul calls “sociological propaganda,” and this is, I argue, what shapes 

“collective memory.” I also argue that popular representations of the Civil War and the 

Battle of Gettysburg in particular are integral to the development and defense of United 

States’ nationalism. 

Chapter 1 is divided into four major sections. First, I define several key terms 

used throughout the dissertation: nationalism, collective memory, sociological 

propaganda, and cultural hegemony. The next section focuses on the relationship between 

the history of the Civil War and nationalism. Next, I concentrate on the Battle of 

Gettysburg and argue why this particular event is so rich for rhetorical analysis. Finally, I 

introduce the four particular artifacts that are the focus throughout the central chapters. In 

Chapter 2, I offer an analysis of the novel The Killer Angels by Michael Shaara. Chapter 
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3 is focused upon the film adaptation of that novel, Gettysburg. Next, I explore the nine 

part documentary film series The Civil War by Ken Burns with my attention on “The 

Universe of Battle” episode that details the Battle of Gettysburg. The last artifact under 

study is the computer game Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! Throughout each chapter I argue that 

rhetoric is crucial to the study of nationalism because complex, subtle, and overt 

arguments that defend nationalism are ongoing within mass media. And because the 

process of nationalism requires rhetoric to thrive, rhetoric is also needed to interrogate 

that process.  

 

Key Terms 

Nationalism 

Some scholars argue that nationalism may be based upon deeply rooted ethnic 

bonds, that it taps into primordial feelings, or that it is in some other way a naturally 

occurring and unavoidable human phenomenon that has existed for eons (Smith; 

Gillingham; Hastings). Approaches and arguments for these positions vary greatly but in 

general, the scholars who promote these perspectives posit a primordial origin for 

nationalism. Such approaches constellate around several fundamental beliefs. One is that 

nations evolve from a common descent for a group with shared territory and a common 

language, and thus nations emerge organically out of pre-existing ethnic bonds that are 

often ancient (Hearn 20). Graham Day and Andrew Thompson sum up this position: 

“nations represent an invariant and primary determinant of history, built almost into the 

human genetic code” (39). Not all scholars of nationalism embrace this perspective. 
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Many argue that nations are a fundamentally modern phenomenon (Anderson; 

Gellner). In this view, nations are dependent upon modern industrial technology that 

allow for mass media, industrial mass production, and uniform compulsory schooling. 

Social conditions are fostered through each of these: mass media, mass industrial 

production, and regulated formal education. In Gellner’s seminal Nations and 

Nationalism he writes that 

when general social conditions make for standardized, homogeneous, centrally 
sustained high cultures, pervading entire populations and not just elite minorities, 
a situation arises in which well defined educationally sanctioned and unified 
cultures constitute very nearly the only kind of unit with which men willingly and 
often ardently identify. (54)  
 

The unit most familiar today of this kind is the nation and although mass media and mass 

production are the focus of this dissertation, compulsory schooling also plays a major role 

in cultivating a belief that nations are naturally occurring phenomenon. 

 In Chomsky on MisEducation Noam Chomsky asserts that “schools have always, 

throughout history, played an institutional role in a system of control and coercion” (16). 

Through rituals, history lessons, and consistent reminders of their nationality, children in 

school become indoctrinated so effectively that, often, by the time they reach adulthood, 

the arguments about the exceptional nature of their nation no longer need to be made 

overtly. As the students learn their nation’s history in a way that justifies national pride, 

they are also learning to concede to the dominant powers that claim to represent the 

national will. Moreover, the existence of nations seems to be established as a naturally 

occurring phenomenon with the student’s own nation as the pre-eminent example.         
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The concept of the nation has come to have nearly complete hold on the entire 

world as nationality seems as normal for identification as race, age, or gender. Through 

compulsory schooling, mass media, mass production, and a variety of other overt and 

banal arguments from official and unofficial governmental sources, national identity 

seems normal and the most appropriate way to think of societies. This may not mean that 

all members of a nation are nationalists and some may draw a distinction between 

patriotism and nationalism; I do not draw a distinction. Michael Billig writes that for 

national leaders to rely on collective will and garner widespread support for policies, 

citizens must be “daily reminded of their national place in a world of nations” (8). These 

reminders often assert a superiority that can lead to devastating consequences when war 

is deemed necessary by national leaders. When the nation is perceived to be threatened or 

called upon to impose its exceptional values on another nation, even the most passive 

patriot may tacitly support a war effort.  

I use the term “nationalist” throughout because it carries a certain degree of 

menace that “patriotism” does not; strong feelings tethered to the nation are often 

manipulated by political leaders to serve dominant and potentially oppressive interests. 

This manipulation cannot occur without social conditions amenable to such manipulation, 

and whether these feelings are called “nationalistic” or “patriotic” they both imply that 

one’s own imaginary community is superior to someone else’s. George Orwell argues for 

a distinction between “nationalism” and “patriotism” when he writes “[b]y ‘patriotism’ I 

mean devotion to a particular place and a particular way of life, which one believes to be 

the best in the world but has no wish to force on other people. Patriotism is of its nature 
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defensive, both militarily and culturally. Nationalism, on the other hand, is inseparable 

from the desire for power.” This distinction, however, is difficult to sustain. For my 

purposes, I see no difference between ‘nationalism” and “patriotism” as both imply 

exceptionalism; “patriotism” can be used as a euphemism for the type of nationalism 

Orwell identifies. I see no benefit in drawing a distinction between the terms.     

Paul C. Stern writes in his “Why do People Sacrifice for their Nations?” that 

national loyalty “involves a perception of collective interest; it is socially constructed and 

manipulated by national leaders; and it must, to be effective, outcompete both self- 

interest considerations and individuals' loyalties to other social groups” (219). The belief 

in nationalism is not a belief peculiar to an elite minority imposing its will on the masses. 

Instead, the commitment to the nation is widespread and the most fervent supporters may 

believe that their patriotic defense of their nation requires nationalistically inspired 

invasion of another. This strong attachment and willing consent to the idea of national 

community is cultivated through levels of rhetoric that are both quotidian and exceptional 

and representation of the past is a vital component in this cultivation.   

The importance of national allegiance, national identity, and the centrality of 

nationalism in global politics in the contemporary world makes the study of the subject 

particularly significant in the current moment. In The Post-American World, Fareed 

Zakaria indicates that even though non-state actors are increasingly powerful in the realm 

of global politics in which “Al Qaeda, drug cartels, insurgents, and militias of all kinds 

are finding space to operate within the nooks and crannies of the international system” 

(4), he also concedes that “formal political power remains firmly tethered to the nation-
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state” (31). Nations that have long felt subordinate to the United States’ global influence, 

he argues, will increasingly assert their own national pride in years to come. Feelings of 

nationalism throughout the world are likely to grow. But, until quite recently, the study of 

nations and nationalism as a phenomenon to be theorized has been quite minimal given 

the weight and importance of the subject. With the wealth of scholarship about so many 

other fundamental aspects of identity, the study of nations and nationalism is 

overshadowed by other important analyses into such factors as gender, sexuality, race, 

religion, and class as organizing principles of reality. Yet nations may be the most crucial 

organizing principle in contemporary life. 

Nations may take on many forms but are essentially defined by an ideology that 

must be continually reinforced through overt propaganda, community traditions, 

everyday reminders, and other quotidian and exceptional social phenomenon. Gellner 

argues that nationalism is an inescapable fact of industrial societies and that nationalism 

does not arise as a “natural, God-given way of classifying men, as an inherent though 

long-delayed political destiny” (47). Instead nationalism sometimes “takes pre-existing 

cultures and turns them into nations, sometimes invents them, and often obliterates pre-

existing cultures: that is reality, for better or worse” (47). Zakaria argues that as more 

nations have access to mass industrialization and other modern developments, 

nationalistic impulses may increase throughout the world. I concede this argument and 

seek to understand the process by which people feel nationalistic. Interrogating how 

citizens remember their nation’s past is vital to such understanding. Mass media are often 
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used to distribute such memories and are thus a crucial site for analysis in the study of 

nationalism.   

The United States has, is, and will again be engaged in war. The nation will need 

defense against threats and, often, citizens defend the nation at the expense of their 

personal well-being. The cultivation of such devotion is an ongoing process that requires 

the justification of belief in the nation’s worth. The past is often represented in ways that 

justify the United States’ worth and solemnize those who have died for its causes. The 

nation must be conceived in such a way that makes it worthy of a devotion that may 

involve fighting wars. Though the term “nationalism” is difficult to define, its ambiguity 

makes it no less powerful. 

Hearn offers a succinct definition that is particularly useful in the analysis of 

nationalistic rhetoric in mass media: “nationalism is the making of combined claims, on 

behalf of a population, to identity, to jurisdiction and to territory” (11). This sounds quite 

innocent, but he goes on to argue that nationalism “involves the assertion of social 

claims,” and “these claims are normally articulated and advanced by smaller social 

groups in the names of a larger population, which may or may not follow” (11). People 

may or may not agree with their political leaders, but the majority of citizens do not 

question the legitimacy or existence of their nation. Conflicts arise when people discuss 

how to make their nation the best it can be; they do not typically argue for dissolution of 

the nation entirely. The seemingly naturally occurring existence of the nation is cultivated 

though representations of the past that assert a national memory and imply a national 

character. The Civil War has been often used in such a way in the United States.     
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Collective Memory and Hegemony 

In much popular entertainment, mass media, and popular culture in the United 

States, the past is recollected as an argument for the nation’s essential goodness. The 

military is an inseparable component of that represented past. The dominant theme in 

popular representations of the nation’s military is to recall heroic citizens who made great 

sacrifices for the community good. This is particularly true in the representation of the 

Civil War and the Battle of Gettysburg. The violence and horror of military conflict is 

often elided in the service of nostalgia that affirms the nation’s exceptional nature.  

In his “Individual Consciousness and Collective Mind,” Maurice Halbwachs 

argues that classical psychologists had, up to the point he was writing in the early-

twentieth-century, “limited themselves to the study of the isolated man” (812). In 

contrast, his study of psychology and society emphasizes the group or society rather than 

the individual within that group. He argues for a focus on “the form and structure of 

institutions and customs, in beliefs, and in the group products, such as science, language, 

art, and technology” (815). For this dissertation, I embrace this focus on group patterns 

and concede Halbwachs’ point: individual consciousness cannot help but be formed by 

“the diverse social groups in which it has its being” (822). These social groups are, in 

part, made up of their collective memories. 

Halbwachs argues for a focus on the products of a society because these products 

and their creators shape the beliefs and memories of groups. This happens to such a 

degree that, he argues, when we articulate certain perspectives we believe to be our own 

“[w]e are unaware that we are but an echo” of ideas that have been shaped by external 
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forces (Halbwachs, The Collective 45). The reverence for military service that is echoed 

in official ritual and everyday popular culture is commonplace. The influences that shape 

such reverence are found throughout the United States: in statues, monuments, museums, 

and other works of immovable art. Holidays, folk songs, poems, parades, and speeches 

also contribute to the memory of the nation’s military. David Blight argues that “nations 

and other human groups devise, however illusively, collective memories and transmit 

them through myths, traditions, stories, rituals, and formal interpretations of history” 

(Beyond 2). In the present age of mass media, films, novels, computer games and other 

mass produced artifacts are the conduits of collective memory.  

Mass media artifacts that represent the past are shaped by myriad influences but 

take on the role of archives especially when no one living has a memory of the event 

depicted. The emotional perspective on the events in mass media may be deemed 

authentic through repetition, solemnity, and mass distribution until they become part of 

the national collective memory. The perspectives championed within such artifacts of 

collective memory offers fruitful terroir for rhetorical analysis. How do historical events 

come to be dominated by certain tropes and strategies? How do these particular 

representations shape the possibilities for future representations of the past? Who and 

what may benefit when particular representations of the past are deemed “correct” in the 

collective memory?              

Looking for consistent commonplaces, topoi, and themes that emerge repeatedly 

in widely available artifacts is a way of partially uncovering a nation’s collective 

memory. For the purposes of this dissertation, memory is contrasted with the work 
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historians do which is to “explain what happened in the past by providing a precise and 

accurate reconstruction of the events” using the documents and artifacts from the past 

that are available (White 52). I am a scholar of rhetoric; my aim is not to correct 

erroneous representations of the past or piece together what may have actually happened 

at Gettysburg in the summer of 1863. An historian might engage in this important work. 

Instead, I am interested in the arguments presented in mass media that have become so 

commonplace that they have ceased to be regarded as arguments. When a minority of 

society has successfully benefited from such commonplace arguments and when the 

majority of people in that society consent to beliefs and lifestyles that benefit that small 

segment of society, cultural hegemonies are at work. 

Though the term “hegemony” is an ancient one, Antonio Gramsci—in the 

twentieth century—has been credited with opening the way to the study of cultural 

hegemony in novel ways. Stuart Hall, Lawrence Grossberg, Angela McRobbie, Barry 

Brummett and other cultural studies theorists have used his ideas as a basis to articulate a 

theory of cultural hegemony. Gramsci splits social power into two types: state power that 

imposes force upon individuals through a legislative, judicial, and military apparatus. On 

the other hand, he identifies a type of hegemony in which the majority of society consents 

to subordination for the good of the minority elites. Barry Brummett writes that 

“hegemony is a remarkable phenomenon; because of it, oppressed people not only accept 

but often participate in their own oppression” (159). As popular entertainment, 

advertising, memorials, rituals, holidays, and other evidence make clear, the United 

States’ military is held in high regard as a trusted and worthy institution. Their power is 
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not of a coercive state maintained oppression. They do not impose martial law. The 

military is not feared or loathed. Its position within the United States is quite secure even 

though its actions require massive economic investment and its members inflict and 

endure untold suffering. This hegemony is maintained, in part, through collective 

memory that has been served by both academic and popular history. Though recent 

academic history has challenged much historical work of the past, the force of popularly 

entrenched perspectives is formidable.    

The tendencies for academic historians to focus on “great men” and on events that 

help simplistically explain the past have not been challenged until the last several 

decades. Lawrence W. Levine says that American historians long made the past into “one 

long, happy voyage with few fundamental differences and with an enduring consensus” 

(5). This consensus can be represented quite easily when masses of people are left out of 

historical study: immigrants, women, racial and ethnic minorities, disabled people, 

criminals, and others who have been overlooked in much academic history until quite 

recently. Prior to the birth of revisionist history, “earlier historians were concerned 

overwhelmingly with a decided minority in terms of class, ethnicity, region, and gender, 

and tended to confuse the history of one group with the history of the nation” (Levine 7). 

Academic historians often reflected history that provided reason to believe in the nation’s 

essential consensus and goodness. They could do this through evasion and neglect, 

willful or not. Memories of oppression, exclusion, and extermination are not so easily 

expunged for people who suffered the indignities exacted by the “great men.”   
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Much of current academic history is written by people from backgrounds that—

until quite recently—would have disqualified them from writing national history in an 

academic setting. Furthermore, the study of history has been gradually influenced over 

the last century by a variety of interpretive frames that interrogate the simple answers to 

historical complexities. These frames have become the norm in academia and make it, as 

Eric Foner indicates, impossible to “treat American history as an unalloyed saga of 

national progress toward liberty and equality” (xv). As much as academic history has 

changed over the last century, popular history seems to have taken up the cause that 

Levine and Foner deride. Though untold stories are often acknowledged in popular 

history, the memories of a noble past are still reiterated in ways that continue to serve the 

elite and the cultural hegemony that benefits this powerful minority.   

In many cases, audiences who watch versions of the past must rely on other 

people to construct the past for them. Race, class, ethnicity, gender, age, and other factors 

will certainly influence responses to representations of the past. Furthermore, some 

readings of the past and popular representations of it will be subversive and will 

challenge the dominant versions. For this reason, all hegemonies must be reaffirmed and 

be malleable enough to maintain hegemony: cultural hegemony must be defended 

because it allows differing opinions. Hegemony is never total; it is never accomplished. If 

resistance were not possible, it would not be cultural hegemony; it would involve direct 

oppression or some other form of direct coercion. Cultural hegemony is maintained 

through consent not coercion. A key aspect of cultural hegemony is that people who give 

up their power for the benefit of elite minorities must believe that relinquishing power is 
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in their best interests.  The Battle of Gettysburg has been consistently used to reassert a 

collective memory that aids this hegemony. The past, in this sense, is used as propaganda.  

 

Sociological Propaganda  

Arguments that shape and reaffirm national identity and nationalism are found in 

formal education, overt political speeches, display of military power, national holidays 

and a variety of other overt expressions of national respect.  Mass media also work to 

affirm nationalism. Many artifacts of print, film, television, and digital media present a   

national community that is depicted as satisfying and exceptional. These artifacts seldom 

ask audiences to take direct action in response to the argument presented within them. 

Thus, they cannot be easily defined as propaganda. Jacques Ellul argues that propaganda 

requires participation that is either passive or active; not participating at all is not an 

option as propaganda “aims solely at participation. The participation may be active or 

passive: active, if propaganda has been able to mobilize the individual for action; passive, 

if the individual does not act directly but psychologically supports the action” (26). In 

respect to national defense and state-sanctioned use of the military, supporting the 

military does not require participation in the military for propaganda to be deemed 

effective. Overt propaganda may lead to enlistment, but sociological propaganda 

cultivates the environment in which enlistment seems reasonable, normal, and, perhaps, 

noble. This type of propaganda does not require active participation.  

When overt propaganda is utilized, it can be successful due to the social 

conditions that previously germinated; unless a proper context has been developed, 
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propaganda will be ineffective. Ellul argues that “[t]he ground must be sociologically 

prepared before one can proceed to direct prompting. Sociological propaganda can be 

compared to plowing, direct propaganda to sowing; you cannot do the one without the 

other first” (15). Sociological propaganda is often banal and quotidian; it does not appear 

to be propaganda; it simply appears to be art, entertainment, and accepted ritual.   

Many times these artifacts and rituals celebrate and solemnize martial power over more 

complex causes and consequences of war.  

Ellul argues that propaganda “implies an attempt to spread an ideology through 

the mass media of communication in order to lead the public to accept some political or 

economic structure or to participate in some action” (63). Nationalistic propaganda that 

calls for the use of military force cannot thrive without the cultivation of audiences 

willing to embrace propaganda’s message. The audience is cultivated over long periods 

of time through consistent sociological propaganda that fosters a particular collective 

memory. This sociological propaganda is found in the everyday products of the society 

rather than in direct calls for political action that might characterize overt propaganda.  

Bennett and O’Rourke argue that when propaganda is utilized, the audience of the 

propaganda “tends to be seen as a target or recipient, as something to be struck or filled” 

(67). The target of the propaganda is regarded as a simple thing, a means to an end, and 

an instrument.  In Bennett and O’Rourke’s discussion of “the nature of choice,” they 

argue that propaganda limits the choices for action. Though they do not invoke him, 

rhetoric can be contrasted with propaganda using William Covino’s discussion in which 

he identifies a type of rhetoric as the art of wondering: “Rhetoric maintains tension 
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between convention and invention, mechanic and organic, closure and wonder, and one 

becomes a rhetorical animal in the process of intellectual play” (118). As Bennet and 

O’Rourke argue, propaganda seeks to end wonder, intellectual exploration, and to 

severely limit possibilities for action and reaction. Propaganda encourages adherence and 

discourages contemplation.  

Bennett and O’Rourke assert that propaganda does not primarily appeal to the 

reasonable and deliberate cognitive functions of its audience. Rather than appealing to 

emotional intelligence and intellect, propaganda “looks to short circuit a thinking 

response” and prefers to elicit an emotional and reactionary response to communication: 

contemplation is minimized and intellectual rumination is discouraged (68). In 

contrasting their definition of propaganda with Covino’s articulation of rhetoric, I argue 

that an audience that embraces “intellectual play” is no easy target of propaganda. By 

exploring the possible subjectivities provided by their culture, an audience can be more 

aware of the power that propaganda may hold. If the presumed target of propaganda is 

practiced at strategic wonder and continues thinking critically before taking reactive 

action, the message of overt propaganda may work less effectively. Using rhetoric to 

interrogate the past encourages audiences to ask the following: how do certain versions of 

the past come to be accepted while others are suppressed or ignored? How is a particular 

version of the past used to argue for actions in the present? If audiences engage such 

questions and practice rhetorical analysis of nationalistic arguments, perhaps when 

collective memory and nationalism are invoked to urge military support in the future, 

audiences may find calls to war less sonorous. 
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Nationalism and the Civil War 

The Civil War is of particular interest to the study of nationalism because of its 

indelible influence on American society. Race relations, emigration, technological, 

industrial, economic, and political developments that occurred during and immediately 

after it are inextricable from the nation’s history. Though the war revealed the great 

fissures that existed within the nation, the war has also been used, ironically, as a source 

of a national community.  

A sense of national unity did exist prior to the Civil War, but nationalism had few 

rituals that solidified it, and definitions of citizenship and national character were open to 

wide interpretation. Many regional celebrations existed prior to the Civil War—

Evacuation Day in New York City,  Patriots’ Day in Boston, Mardi Gras in Louisiana, 

and others—but citizens did not have “a unified interpretation of commemorations that 

honored the republic” (Blair 12). The Fourth of July and George Washington’s Birthday 

were the most widely celebrated commemorations of the nation’s past, but even these 

were subject to widely varying interpretations. As animosities came to the fore, the 

interpretations of such national rituals varied widely as regions in the North and South 

claimed that they “honored the true values of the republic” (Blair 22). The war that 

evinced and exacerbated such divisions also led to a unity that was possible only in the 

aftermath of the conflict. 

The media technologies that emerged soon after the war aided the cause for 

national unity by telling a particular story of the war to mass audiences. As survivors and 

participants passed away and took with them their remaining animosities and varying 
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motivations to fight in the war, the industries that marketed reunification and 

sentimentalism gained almost complete control of collective memory. In this collective 

memory, slavery was nearly unacknowledged except in sentimental ways. Since the late 

nineteenth century, audiences have been offered a particular perspective on the war that 

has aided economic and nationalistic forces that leaves out complexity and disturbing 

aspects of that past. This collective memory is now widely challenged by many academic 

historians who explore complex causes and consequences of the war. According to many 

historians, slavery is central to the conflict but not in the way that popular history allows 

(Blight, Race; Gallagher, Causes; Litwack). In the popular versions, the Confederacy was 

fighting to preserve slavery as an afterthought to defending states’ rights; the Union was 

primarily fighting to end slavery. These interpretations are simplistic.  

Gary Gallagher notes that Union politicians “eventually accepted emancipation as 

a useful tool to help defeat the Rebels and punish the slaveholding class” but “liberation 

of the slaves took a backseat to preservation of the Union” (Causes 25). Furthermore, as 

James M. McPherson notes, ending slavery as part of the Union cause was motivated by 

economic and military necessity: the Confederacy would be crippled without the four 

million enslaved people who provided labor for the war effort (354). The decision to end 

slavery was not a crusade to defend human rights, but The Killer Angels, Gettysburg, and 

other popular artifacts would have audiences believe otherwise.  

For the Confederacy, defending the right to expand slavery was at the heart of 

secession. A belief in white supremacy was inseparable from this cause. But, as I discuss 

in Chapter 2 and throughout the dissertation, belief in white supremacy infected the North 
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as well as the South, and many Union soldiers had no interest in emancipating the 

enslaved. When the war has been recollected in popular memory, issues of slavery and 

racism have been shifted to the background or placed in the foreground in sentimental 

ways (Blight, Race 231). As I argue throughout, when the war is recalled, the 

Confederate cause to defend slavery goes nearly unmentioned, and the Union cause is 

romanticized in ways that avoid an uncomfortable reality that both sections of the nation 

had in common.  

The common belief in white supremacy allowed many people of the North and 

South to find common ground after the war. In political speeches and through mass 

media, the two segments were encouraged to focus on what they had in common—

collective grief about the war dead, respect for military prowess, and a belief in white 

supremacy—so the former adversaries could form one nation with a particular national 

character. Though academic historians may call attention to the problematical ways that 

the nation was unified after the war, the sentimental representations and underlying racist 

tendencies still linger in collective memory.  

In the aftermath of the war, nostalgia emerged in mass-media that excised slavery 

and the struggles of emancipation from the dominant collective memory. Issues related to 

states’ rights, taxation, and expansion of the nation did influence the causes of the Civil 

War. However, in the dominant collective memory, the grotesque reminder of 

enslavement has been kept out. Through a variety of media technologies, a particular 

story of the war has been distributed widely. 
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The Civil War was fought with a variety of modern technologies: industrialized 

factories that manufactured war materiel, rifled muskets and cannon that launched their 

projectiles with unprecedented accuracy and distance, massive troop movements 

facilitated by an elaborate railroad system, telegraphing used to communicate between 

generals in the field of battle to their political leaders far away. The Civil War also 

ushered in the birth of ironclad naval ships, the first use of submarines in battle, complex 

trench warfare, repeating rifles that anticipated machine guns, massive heavy artillery, 

and the advent of sanitation commissions that would lead to advanced care of wounded 

soldiers. These are only a few of the technological changes that the Civil War inspired. 

Along with these came massive social changes that emerged with the participation of 

women in treating wounded soldiers, of emancipation of millions of African-American 

slaves, and the consolidation of power by the Federal government. These changes 

coincided with the rise in mass media technologies that were being used to shape the 

collective memory of the war. In the decades after the war, mass marketing, mass 

consumption, and mass media would work together to shape a collective memory of the 

war that still lingers. 

The war has been represented in print, photography, painting, sculpture, board 

games, television, film, computer games, and online. Even during the war, technologies 

allowed for information about it to be transmitted over great spaces. Political leaders and 

commanders in the field were not the only ones using the telegraph to communicate; 

journalists could file reports quickly from far away destinations to satisfy their readers’ 

curiosity in New York, Boston, and Philadelphia. As I detail in the next chapter, printing 
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industries thrived in the aftermath of the war as articles, recollections, and stories about it 

enjoyed massive popularity in magazines and newspapers published throughout the 

nation. Photography during the war was also a massive technological development 

leading to the marketing of images from the war well into the twentieth-century and 

beyond. The photographic technology of the nineteenth century contributed to the 

development of moving pictures very soon thereafter and to the mass appeal of the Civil 

War in movies in the next century as I discuss in Chapter 3. Many of the same stories and 

representations of the war that were made popular in the near aftermath of the war have 

been re-mediated in the years following. Though the technology has become more 

sophisticated, many of the same myths, misperceptions, and avoided memories have 

remained consistent in mass media and state-sanctioned memorials.  

Consistent representations across media and across generations of collective 

memory are difficult to challenge because of their ubiquity. This is particularly true when 

the mythic past of the United States’ military is the subject. Loyalty to a national identity, 

abstract ideals, and, most importantly, worship of the military are often encouraged in 

collective memory; to challenge such notions is quite taboo. Artifacts that question these 

national imperatives are not often popularly embraced. In contrast, stories about combat 

that foster heroic myths are quite popular. These popular representations of the Civil War 

are exemplary for their attention to certain details of the past while the uncomfortable 

facets are elided.  

Collective memory about the Battle of Gettysburg can be described in much the 

same way that Blight describes all collective memory of the Civil War when he argues 
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“[d]eeply embedded in American mythology of mission, and serving as a mother lode of 

nostalgia for antimodernists and military history buffs, the Civil War remains very tough 

to shuck from its shell of sentimentalism” (Race 4). This sentimentalism has cut across 

media for generations. The massive number of military casualties, the deaths of 

innumerable civilians as a result of direct and indirect effects of the war, the alterations to 

the social and economic order as a result of emancipation, the industrial innovation that 

fueled combat, and the resulting consolidation of Federal power all make this war a 

landmark in United States’ history. For all of this upheaval and trauma, collective 

memory of the war is still tinged with “[d]eflections and evasions, careful remembering 

and necessary forgetting” (Blight, Race 5).  

During the war, more American soldiers were killed than during any other US war 

before or since. The combined casualties of the Union and Confederate Armies were “as 

great as in all the nation’s other wars combined through Vietnam” (McPherson 854). 

Blight indicates that in the North six percent of white males aged thirteen to forty-three 

died in the war; eighteen percent of the same demographic in the South perished; and 

among the 180,000 African-American soldiers who had fought in the Union Army and 

Navy, twenty percent had died as a result of combat or disease (Race 64). The ghastly 

number of casualties and the desire for sectional reunification often combined to forge 

middle ground between North and South after the war.  

While the Civil War solidified the strength of the federal government, it also 

made the United States’ soldier an abstraction and laid the groundwork for adoration of 

the national military in generations to come. The number of soldiers who died in the four 
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years is estimated to be more than 620,000 (Neff 18). The number of dead overwhelmed 

and altered “the folkways associated with death ritual and defied every previous custom 

with which Americans sought to tame death” (Neff 18). Mid-nineteenth century 

Americans had elaborate rituals with which to commemorate the dead. Because soldiers 

in the war were buried so far from home and in such great numbers, many of these rituals 

could not be followed and a collective grief emerged not only for individual loved ones, 

but also for the hundreds of thousands of men whose names appeared in the newspaper.  

The sanctity of traditional death rituals was ruptured during the war and new 

traditions emerged that were less personal but no less significant. The expectations of 

death before the Civil War were that death would occur at home, loved ones would be 

present at the bedside, assuring the dying individual that all would be well in the afterlife 

(Neff 22). Death in nineteenth-century America was faced with religious belief and the 

comfort of home, but the war transformed death ritual. Instead of an intimate and private 

affair for family and friends, the death of a soldier hundreds of miles from home in 

horrific circumstances made death mourning diffuse and collective. Collective sadness 

made the young men who died—whether from combat wounds or disease—not only a 

part of one family but made them a tragedy for the nation. This is one of the lingering 

effects of the Civil War on nationalism in the United States. Horribly violent and painful 

deaths had to mean something and the corpses became the nation’s dead. In collective 

memory, soldiers’ deaths took on a nationalistic quality.  

Letters written to the families of dead soldiers accommodated the myth of the 

good battlefield death. Orsell C. Brown of the 44th New York regiment sent a letter to the 
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father of a soldier from his regiment who had died in defense of Little Round Top—a 

prominent episode during the Battle of Gettysburg. The letter, Lafantasie argues,  

followed the pattern of almost every letter of condolence written during the Civil 
War, for it contained stock ingredients, almost as if the writer were following a 
recipe, that included the writer’s regrets, a description of how the son had died in 
battle, references to premonitions of death by the deceased, reassurance that the 
dead soldier had performed his military service nobly and gallantly, evidence of 
the dead man’s virtues and sterling character, information about the burial, and 
spiritual consolation that the dead son was now residing in heaven. (222)  
 

The intent of these letters is later translated into the nation’s entertainment industries: all 

soldiers are represented as special, as heroic, as paramours of patriotism. They are 

celebrated in novels, plays, films, and video games. To make the deaths meaningful, they 

are imbued with patriotic sentiment and romanticism. The sheer numbers of dead in the 

Civil War elevate the war to a symbol of undeniable significance within the national 

myth. 

Memorial Day was celebrated for the first time in the wake of the Civil War. 

During speeches at these first Memorial Days, civic leaders called for all citizens to 

honor those who had been killed fulfilling military duty. For many years into the 

twentieth century, sitting presidents called on the memory of the Civil War on Memorial 

Day and at other occasions to build consensus and solidarity within the country (Blight, 

“Origins” 123). In addition, local and federal agencies have long been active in 

preserving memories of the Civil War with monuments and memorials that pay homage 

to common soldiers and, more often, military leaders. These efforts are essential to 

keeping a memory of the Civil War alive and sanctifying the nation’s war dead. Through 

this, those who perished in this war, whether Union or Confederate, have been 
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symbolically interred in the nation’s Valhalla. The way that the war has been represented 

has made it possible for the causes and consequences to be forgotten while the soldiers—

regardless of their motives—can be called upon as national heroes. The cultivation of this 

perspective on the military was combined with another widespread belief to facilitate a 

difficult but eventual reunion between the former adversaries. The legacy of how this 

reunion was achieved still lingers.  

Current argues that after the war, members of the former Confederacy were “less 

willing than before secession to acknowledge northerners as fellow citizens” (206). In the 

North, according to William Blair, “[r]econciliation was to be a one-way street, with the 

defeated accepting the terms of the victorious” (Blair, Cities 50). However, recognition of 

heroism in battle and widespread belief in white supremacy enabled reunification 

amongst former white antagonists. For all the differences, white veterans and civilians on 

both sides of the divide could honor soldiers who had died for their cause. They could 

also count on their supposed innate superiority to African-Americans. Neff observes that 

for more than “two generations, men and women on both sides of Mason’s and Dixon’s 

line had been thoroughly enmeshed in an intellectual context asserting the inferiority of 

Africans and their descendants in America” (Neff 182). Furthermore, 

[t]he memory of slavery, emancipation, and the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 
Amendments never fit well into a developing narrative in which the Old and New 
South were romanticized and welcomed back to a new nationalism, and in which 
devotion alone made everyone right, and no one truly wrong, in the remembered 
Civil War. (Blight, Race 4) 
 

Collective memory sentimentalized the past even as real consequences of the war still 

plagued the nation.  
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After the war, as Jim Cullen notes, unification and reconciliation between the 

North and South “was accomplished at the expense of African Americans, who suffered 

from increasing neglect in the North and more overt hostility in the South” (17). As I 

discuss in the coming chapters, a common belief in white supremacy was coupled with 

popular cultural representations that made the Civil War soldier an emblem of heroism, 

duty, and strength. Widespread beliefs in white supremacy and myths of martial heroism 

combined to make a powerful argument for unification between whites regardless of the 

long term social costs.    

The reunification that occurred in the aftermath of the war was problematical for a 

variety of reasons, but the way in which the reunification came about can, in part, be 

linked to mass media. Gallagher argues that several interpretive traditions arose after the 

war to make sense of it and influence its meaning for future generations (Causes 16-17). 

According to his analysis, these traditions follow one of the following trajectories: 

reconciliation, emancipation, or lost cause. He argues that the trajectory of emancipation 

gets the shortest treatment in popular culture because this facet of the war was most 

problematical in restoring unity between whites of the North and the South. The most 

favored common bond that was celebrated in the aftermath of the war was the noble 

character of soldiers on both sides that could lead to reconciliation. This distracted and 

perhaps prevented reflection on the nation’s history of slavery. This version of the war 

also offered military valor and white supremacy as ties that could bind the national 

community. These ties were strengthened as a mass market version of the war was 

disseminated in popular artifacts in the decades after the war.  
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The Battle of Gettysburg 

The Battle of Gettysburg looms largest in national memory of the Civil War: the 

size of the militaries engaged was unprecedented with over 160,000 soldiers involved in 

the Battle (McPherson 648); the high number of killed, wounded or captured—over 

51,000—incurred over the three day conflict surpasses each particular battle of the war 

before or after (Buell 440-42); the prospect of a Confederate invasion of Washington DC 

was demonstrated as a legitimate possibility; the defeat of General Lee—who was widely 

believed to be indomitable—was momentous; and, finally, it was sanctified in President 

Lincoln’s famous address and the designation of the land as a national cemetery. For at 

least these reasons, the Battlefield has near sacred significance in the history of the 

nation. As a result, representations of the event abound and its place in present-day 

popular culture is indelible.  

The Battle’s familiarity is due in large measure to its innumerable retellings in 

print, song, paintings, soldiers’ accounts, official military documents, and speeches 

including President Lincoln’s 1863 address and President Wilson’s 1913 

commemoration. However, more technologically advanced media such as photography 

and film have had at least an equally powerful influence on making this battle so well 

known and inextricable from collective memory. Many of these technological 

developments—including computer games—have been used to create collective memory 

about more recent wars, but the Civil War is the first modern media war and the Battle of 

Gettysburg its most popular subject.   
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The Battlefield at Gettysburg is perhaps the preeminent site of the United States’ 

secular religion. Since the end of the Battle in 1863, the site has been a popular 

destination for a variety of reasons. It has remained a popular destination for over a 

century and regardless of the nation’s current struggles, enemies, or circumstances, the 

Battlefield is used by a variety of constituencies to often support whatever their ideals 

may be. In 2000 there were more than 1,500,000 visitors (Weeks 198). The site is a place 

of pilgrimage. The public image that makes it worthy of such devotion or even casual 

interest has been cultivated in the artifacts that shape collective memory. So much 

information has been written about the Battle and much of it challenges other 

interpretations of the Battle. But, a dominant version has consistently been presented in 

mass media over the last several decades. This dominant version has emerged because 

those who shaped the collective memory “held decidedly vested interests in shaping the 

story in one fashion or another, intent on insuring that those who followed after would 

see Gettysburg in a particular way” (Desjardin 8). Much of this includes the 

commercializing and sanitizing of terrible violence. 

In Gettysburg: Memory, Market, and American Shrine, Jim Weeks writes of the 

brochures, trinkets, and collectibles that were available for purchase in the late nineteenth 

century for visitors to the Battlefield. These artifacts and the market for them emphasized 

the combat and “contributed to the national amnesia of the war’s lingering racial issues” 

(82). But ownership of souvenirs allowed for an intense connection to memory and 

history of a sort. The consumer of the stereograph, photograph, travel brochure, 

cyclorama replica, or other collectible could display their items and reveal their 
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commitment to the national good. In their own homes or at least at the fairs where these 

things were on display, the nineteenth and twentieth century tourists could reduce the 

essence of the Battle to commodities, souvenirs, and items. Thus, the overlap of the 

violent, the nationalistic, and the commercial took place at Gettysburg. The use of 

Gettysburg as a tourist attraction and the way it was marketed allowed the site to be seen 

as “part of the story of America’s abundance, unification, and national might” rather than 

a site of horror, or as a reminder of the “fundamental issues of race and freedom that 

propelled the war and continued to linger” (Weeks 83). 

The site, in many ways, is a quintessential location to study United States’ 

nationalism. It is a site where violent conflict has been turned into a commercial 

enterprise and where the sacred mixes with the commercial. Obsessive attention to 

certain details folds into the arms of forgetfulness and commodities continue to repeat the 

national mythology.  

 

The Artifacts 

To elaborate my study, I describe and analyze some of the most popular mediums 

used for the distribution of collective memory with a particular focus on this momentous 

event in national history. I briefly discuss early representations of the Battle 

concentrating most heavily on four popular examples from the late twentieth century 

because all of these artifacts reaffirm historical inaccuracies, evasions, and myths that are 

essential to an idealized national identity; the novel, film, television documentary, and 

computer game all function as sociological propaganda that serve a nationalism that is 
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dependent upon celebration of the military. These artifacts have all inherited their 

perspectives from pre-existing narratives about the Battle, and are the offspring of 

collective memory that predates them. Since they each come from different media, I 

show that regardless of the media, the story of the Battle remains remarkably consistent 

in tone and treatment across generations.  

 Chapter 2 is focused on Michael Shaara’s 1974 Pulitzer Prize winning novel The 

Killer Angels. In the third chapter, I interrogate the 1993 theatrical release Gettysburg 

which is the film adaptation of Shaara’s novel. In the next chapter, an episode from Ken 

Burns’ popular television documentary The Civil War is the focus. The particular episode 

I focus on is called “The Universe of Battle” that details the Battle of Gettysburg. The 

final artifact that I study in Chapter 5 is the real time strategy computer game Sid Meiers’ 

Gettysburg! released by Electronic Arts in 1997.  

Through this analysis I encourage audiences to resist dominant narratives of the 

past and encourage them to embrace complexity, acknowledge myriad historical 

influences on the present, and practice critical thinking skills. If studied actively and 

critically, mass media like some novels, televisions programs, films, and computer games 

can be used to foster this type of thinking.   
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CHAPTER II: WRITING THE BATTLE: THE KILLER ANGELS 

In this chapter I explore one of the most popular literary artifacts about the Battle 

of Gettysburg: The Killer Angels. The novel’s fidelity to events of the past is not the 

focus here; whether a definitive representation of the past exists or if this novel adheres to 

such a representation is of little consequence to my study. Rather, I explore popular 

versions of the past.  Certain versions of the past achieve wide acceptance in collective 

memory while others are forgotten, never widely acknowledged, and sometimes 

discouraged. The following question focuses this chapter and this dissertation: Why does 

a particular representation of the Battle of Gettysburg become popular? As with all the 

artifacts under study in this dissertation, exploring the conditions into which—and out of 

which—The Killer Angels emerges are crucial to understanding why the rhetorical 

choices made within the novel may foster a particular type of nationalism in the United 

States.  

Benedict Anderson argues that print literacy is crucial in building nationalism, and 

I use this notion to analyze the link between print literacy, the Civil War, the Battle of 

Gettysburg, and nationalism. Before turning to The Killer Angels and the Battle of 

Gettysburg explicitly in this chapter, I discuss the importance of print literacy in building 

collective memory of the Civil War and that memory’s contribution to nationalism. I then 

discuss how The Killer Angels fits—and challenges—the established paradigm of 

American popular literature about the Civil War. I do this by focusing on the novel’s 

depiction of battlefield violence, interrogating the sources for Shaara’s narrative, and 

complicating his versions of the most well-known episodes of the battle. Throughout I 
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also discuss ways that the book illuminates cultural anxieties present at the time of its 

writing and its place in the ongoing project of fostering nationalism in the United States.   

 

Nationalism(s) During and After the War 

Print literacy is not alone in fostering the growth of nationalism, but it is a crucial 

ingredient. The regional texts were precursors to the electronic media that would become 

national in scope a few decades after the war. Through shared print language that is 

widely distributed, citizens can ingest the same information across wide expanses and 

share a common experience of that information (Anderson 44). The bond created through 

this may be particularly crucial in a time of war where unity is essential to continuing a 

war effort. During the Civil War, the nascent national bonds were broken. The nation was 

young and ill defined. Sociological propaganda with a national scope was yet to emerge 

in significant ways. Loyalty to an individual state and practices of regional traditions held 

more importance than practices that fostered widespread nationalism. Carl Degler points 

out that the Civil War “was not a struggle to save a failed Union, but to create a nation 

that until then had not come into being” (qtd. in Parish 117). Before the Civil War, the 

country was still establishing a national character and a national literature that cut across 

regions and states.  

Before the war, the Southern states did have a particular literary tradition. Alice 

Fahs notes that the bulk of literature available nationally emanated from Boston, New 

York, and Philadelphia where the vast majority of publishing firms were located (Fahs, 

Imagined 5). An 1860 census counted 986 printing offices in New England and the 
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Middle states while there were only 121 in the South. The North had 190 bookbinders; 

the South had only seventeen. Finally, the South had no factories that produced printing 

presses (Fahs, Imagined 21). At the start of the war, the Southern states were already 

disadvantaged in sustaining sectional unity through literacy because they did not have the 

infrastructure. Obviously, there were other ways of bolstering the war effort and creating 

bonds that sustained the Confederacy through four and half brutal years of war, but 

literacy and literary habits play no small role in sustaining nationalism.   

During the war, popular poetry and editorial writing in both sections of the nation 

“was patriotic—it developed no sustained critique of the war” and was, at times, overtly 

propagandistic (Fahs, Imagined 12). The act of reading became highly patriotic and much 

of the subject matter and themes made an argument for war and military duty. Prior to the 

outbreak of war, the Northern publishing firms dominated the nation’s reading habits. 

Harper’s Weekly, Atlantic Monthly, and Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper published 

in the North were wildly popular in the entire nation (Fahs, Imagined 21-25). South 

Carolina poet and essayist Henry Timrod lamented the nation’s fealty to Northern 

literature. In 1859 he wrote that when a Southern author produces a book, “Both North 

and South agree with one mind to condemn the author and forget the book” because any 

writer “born south of the Potomac” is unfortunate due to “the settled conviction of the 

North that genius is indigenous there, and flourishes only in the Northern atmosphere. It 

is the equally firm conviction of the South that genius—literary genius, at least—is an 

exotic that will not flower on a Southern soil” (109). But when the war began, Northern 

mail ceased being delivered to the South. Southerners had to adapt and began to 
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popularize more regional publications with more emphasis on building Confederate 

nationalism.  

Periodicals like Southern Illustrated News and Magnolia Weekly and poetry books 

like War Songs of the South were intended as a call to arms, to defend an inchoate 

Confederate culture, deride a perceived Yankee way of life, and impugn literary products 

of the North. Throughout much Southern literature of the time, the Confederacy was 

represented as “rescuing a hallowed ideal of gallantry, aristocratic freedom, fine manners 

and luxurious living from the materialism and vulgarity of the mercantile Northern 

society” (Wilson 438). Fahs argues that during the war Southern writers attacked the 

North as despotic and corrupt and often articulated a defense of the Confederate cause: 

independence, honor, tradition, white supremacy, and “a shared and inherited culture of 

manly bravery” (Fahs, Imagined 65).  

The Southern literature during the war celebrates bravery and commitment to the 

cause that each Confederate soldier was supposed to possess. In the preface to1862’s War 

Songs of the South, editor of the collection William G. Shepperson (known at the time as 

“Bohemian”) argues that the poets collected therein bear witness to “the achievements 

which they celebrate, they possess all the vitality in force of the testimony of 

eyewitnesses to a glorious combat, or even of actors in it. The spontaneous outburst of 

popular feeling, they give the lie to the assertion of our enemy that this revolution is the 

work of politicians and party leaders alone” (4). He asserts his reason for publishing the 

poems collected from myriad publications throughout the South: “Convinced that their 

wealth of patriotic sentiment is too precious to be lost, I have gleaned through the fields 
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of newspaper literature, and have bound up this volume as one binds up a sheaf of 

golden” (5). This desire is evidence of a strong sense of nationalism and that these 

patriotic poems were quite commonplace throughout the South: The book runs to 216 

pages, includes fifty-three poets, and 109 poems from publications throughout the 

Confederacy: from The Richmond Inquirer to the New Orleans Sunday Delta to The 

Nashville Patriot. Indicative of many of the poems is “Gather! Gather!” by Robert 

Joselyn:  

Gather around your country's flag,  
Men of the South! the hour has come—  
None may falter and none may lag;  
March to the sound of the fife and drum—  
Who but a cripple would stay at home? 
 
Meet the foe on the border land,  
Every inch of soil dispute;  
Strike with a sure and heavy hand;  
Down with the robber; down with the brute;  
Now is the harvest and ripe is the fruit. 
 
Come from the mountain, valley, plain,  
Come to the rescue, one and all;  
Shout till the welkin ring again;  
Sharpen the dagger and mould the ball;  
Better a grave than the Yankee's thrall. 
 
Fight like men who have all to lose—  
Wives and daughters, and homes and lands;  
None but a craven would refuse;—   
Fight, fight with your hearts and hands,  
Honor requires it, and God commands. (216) 
 

Belief that God is on the Confederate side reaffirms the divine justice of secession. It 

clearly links nationalism, militarism, and divinity.  

Before the war, Southern poetry published in newspapers characterized 
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Northerners “as greedy and materialistic, characteristics that only intensified in wartime 

as Southern writers used such stereotypes not only to imagine an enemy in wartime but to 

create a national identity in opposition to the North” (Fahs, Imagined 80-81). This 

tradition intensified during the war, and Fahs cites many popular examples such as the 

following quintessential one published in The Richmond Daily Dispatch:  

Yankee Doodle’s grown so keen  
For every dirty shilling—  
Propose a trick, however mean,  
And Yankee Doodle’s willing. 
 
So Yankee Doodle, now good-bye,  
Keep the gains you’ve gotten—  

            Proud independence is the cry  
            Of Sugar, Rice and Cotton. (qtd. in Fahs, Imagined 81) 
 
These desires to differentiate the South from the North are reflective of the prewar 

differences between the regions; however, the literary productions did not only reflect 

difference, they also constructed difference. This was particularly notable after the 

fighting began. As the men of the two nations continued to kill one another in greater and 

greater numbers, the justifications for war were re-asserted in print. The regional 

differences were heightened to justify secession in the South.   

Creating a Southern literature and voice in opposition to the North evinces the 

importance of literacy and literary production to form national bonds. The imagined 

community of a nation is reified through print. Real difference is discouraged by the call 

to an imagined unity. There was no single southern type of person, no single lifestyle to 

which all Southerners adhered. Richard Gray argues, “The South has never not been 

made up of a number of castes, classes, and smaller communities that at best live in 
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uneasy coexistence with each other and at worst are in active conflict—and some of 

which, at least, choose to claim that their South is the South, their story the master 

narrative of that region” (5). Amongst these competing ideals and ways of life, a common 

literature may have unified the citizens in a cause worth the horrors of wartime. A 

unifying literature that represents a way of life, a region, and cause worth defending 

encouraged many to not only kill, but to die for their idea of a nation. There are a host of 

reasons for this fatal devotion to a national cause; unifying literature is one important 

component. The recurrent themes of sectional literature allowed for the bonds of 

“hundreds of thousands, even millions, of people in their particular language field, and at 

the same time that only those hundreds of thousands, or millions, so belonged” and assert 

and reassert justification for “us versus them” (Anderson 44). Though Alabama differed 

from Florida and Texas from Virginia, national bonds were fostered through a common 

print language that celebrated the Confederate cause—however that was imagined—and 

encouraged its soldiers and citizens to endure great sacrifice.  

The same is true of the Union. Northern publishing thrived during the war and 

assisted in bolstering national bonds. This was essential, particularly early in the war 

when the Confederate army was victorious in forcing the Union evacuation of Fort 

Sumter and defeating Union forces at the early battles of Bull Run/Manassas and Ball’s 

Bluff. Certainly some writers spoke out against the war, but this did not become common 

until it had been in progress for several years. Fahs notes that Northern defeats at the two 

aforementioned battles may have inspired Union writers to compose poems and songs 

that were “intended to inspire their compatriots to enlist in the war” and foster a 
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perception of war as a worthy individual sacrifice for the good of the nation and, 

moreover, an opportunity to experience adventure and build a national community 

(Imagined 62). The popular texts took on the role of overt propaganda to recruit for the 

war effort. In the “Muster of the North: A Ballad of ‘61” poet John Savage writes 

The woodman flings his axe aside 
     The farmer leaves his plough; 
The merchant slams his ledger lids 
     For other business now; 
The artisan puts up his tools,  
     The artist drops his brush, 
And joining hands for Liberty 
     To Freedom’s standard rush. (qtd. in Fahs, Imagined 63) 

national unity was encouraged across occupation, class, education, or other 

characteristics that might differentiate people. Instead, each member of the nation was 

encouraged to see themselves as a member of a larger community, fighting for a singular 

Union cause.   

In the aftermath of Southern defeat, the Northern literary establishment regained 

dominance over the nation’s reading habits but instead of providing a version of the war 

that favored Union victory and loyalty to the Federal government, postwar literature 

appeased both Northern and Southern ideologies with an emphasis on what the two 

former adversaries had in common: the need to make sense of so much loss and a belief 

in white supremacy. This legacy has been called the reconciliation cause, and Gallagher 

argues that it “included major military and political figures who advocated a memory of 

the conflict that muted the divisive issue of slavery, avoided value judgments about the 

righteousness of either cause, and celebrated the valor and pluck of white soldiers in both 

Union and Confederate armies” (Causes 33). This tradition would shape the collective 
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memory of the war for generations. This propaganda would force those who sought racial 

equality in the war’s aftermath to be nearly silenced.  

Instead of an emancipationist legacy of a new racial equality in the nation, the war 

was regarded as, according to Blight, a “test of manhood” by most Americans with the 

military struggle the emphasis; the meaning and causes of the war receded in collective 

memory (“Origins” 123). Blight argues that the reconciliation tradition and white racism 

that accompanies it continues in the nation’s celebration of Memorial Day while little 

widespread celebration is afforded to Freedom Day/Emancipation Day or Juneteenth 

(Race 366-69). With this reconciliation taking place after the war had ended, it seems 

possible that many in the nation forgot, denied, or suppressed the intense rancor that was 

felt on either side of the conflict during the war. This selective memory allowed for the 

social changes to fester in the nation with little attention paid to the violence and 

lingering oppression blacks faced after the war. 

Rancor remained high for a time after the war and Frederick Douglas passionately 

argued that emancipation was the war’s most significant outcome, but by the 1880s the 

rhetoric for sectional reunion and reconciliation was an inescapable in mass culture, 

popular entertainment, and political speeches of the era. Ironically, Will Kaufman argues, 

“for all its profound impact upon the US Constitution and the socio-political order,” the 

war and defeat of the Confederacy “succeeded in perpetuating, rather than arresting, the 

values of the old South as they were absorbed into cultural practice” (21). Stories, poems, 

songs and other popular media that used the war as their setting celebrated military valor, 

the myth of happy slaves, chivalrous southern gentleman, and the iconic southern belle. 
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Many novels of the period set during the Civil War ended with marriages across sectional 

divide, metaphorically representing the healed nation. In much of the literature of the 

1880s and beyond—exemplified by the popular playwright William Gillette in his Held 

by The Enemy (1886) and Secret Service (1887) and the novels and short stories of 

Thomas Nelson Page—a common narrative was romance between a noble and brave 

Union Officer and a rebel woman. Nina Silber argues in her The Romance of Reunion: 

Northerners and the South 1865-1900 that the literature and performing arts made a habit 

of 

[r]elying on accepted cultural stereotypes of women's emotional but submissive 
nature, Page, Gillette, and other authors allowed northern audiences to reconcile 
themselves with a South that could never really threaten the North, to ally 
themselves with a “rebel element” that offered mainly a flirtatious defiance of 
Union principles. In this way, real sectional antagonisms could now be displaced 
and defused by promoting harmony with these coquettes of the Confederacy. 
(Silber 115)  
 

In popular entertainment, the conflict was transferred to an arena of romance and heroic 

battle where the threat to disunion was never great and where the consequences of the 

war were hardly interrogated. The sociological propaganda that would encourage a 

romantic collective memory of the war was efficiently distributed within a few decades 

after the conflict and would influence generations of mass media about the war including 

Shaara’s The Killer Angels. When conflict has been described, both sides are recognized 

for the heroism of all soldiers involved.  

Between 1884 and 1887, the popular magazine Century published the War Series 

which included hundreds of articles about the war by Union and Confederate soldiers, 

mostly officers. These articles were embellished with drawings, engravings, and 
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elaborate illustrations. In 1888 Century released a four-volume collection of these 

accounts called Battles and Leaders of the Civil War with each volume running to 

approximately 750 pages. One Century editor wrote that he sought veterans who would 

share a “non-political point of view” and recollect in ways amenable to both sides “to 

soften controversy” (Johnson qtd. in Blight, Race 175). Johnson later wrote “On the 

whole Battles and Leaders of the Civil War is a monument to American bravery, 

persistence and resourcefulness, and has the additional distinction of having struck the 

keynote of national unity through tolerance and the promotion of goodwill.” Articles by 

veterans celebrated “the skill and valor of both sides” in order to “contribute toward 

reuniting the country by the cultivation of mutual respect” (Johnson qtd. in Waugh 23). 

These four volumes literally and figuratively united the nation in one collection that 

detailed the battles of the war.  

The focus on Civil War battle to foster unification continued to flourish in popular 

literature well after the war. Anderson writes of the “vast pedagogical industry” that 

“works ceaselessly to oblige young Americans to remember/forget the hostilities of 1861-

65 as a great ‘civil’ war between ‘brothers’ rather than—as they briefly were—two 

sovereign nation-states” (201). These two nation-states reunited not as a matter of 

happenstance; nor was the reunification facilitated through military might. Union troops 

did remain in the former Confederate states for many years after the armies laid down 

their weapons, but national reconciliation could not be fostered by law, by force, or by 

overt propaganda alone. More sustainable in fostering a reunion and an enduring sense of 

nationalism were the cultural practices of the everyday: the sociological propaganda that 
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could be distributed through mass media.  

Postwar productions like novels, plays, articles, and poems facilitated reunion 

through “white heroism” as that was something that Fahs argues “underlay emergent late-

nineteenth-century ideas of nationalism” and so too did “ideas of white supremacy over 

African Americans” while it also “emphasized African American’s love of and need for 

white guidance at all times” (“Remembering” 86). This was reflected in the postwar 

plantation fiction of Page, Thomas Dixon, Joel Chandler Harris and other postwar writers 

popular in the North and South (Blight, Race 221-31; Grammer 68-71). Along with white 

supremacy came a near obsessive focus on the battlefield action of the war evinced by—

but not exclusive to—Battles and Leaders of the Civil War which would lead to a 

tradition held up by Shaara in his The Killer Angels. When battlefield action is described 

in this tradition, it is most commonly done so in sentimental and antiseptic ways because, 

Blight argues, “reunion could only afford to incorporate a small allotment of blood and 

terror into its story of renewal and mutual glory” (Blight, Race 240). Some graphic and 

disturbing narratives can be found, particularly in recollections of prison war camps like 

Andersonville. Some writing by veterans are critical, disturbing, and unsentimental. 

Veterans Ambrose Bierce and Albion Tourgee wrote scathing attacks on reconciliation 

literature and challenged romantic depictions of battle. Their voices were in the minority, 

however.  

Much popular literature—after the war and currently—encourages imagining a 

national community by fostering what Anderson calls a “deep, horizontal comradeship. 

Ultimately it is this fraternity that makes possible, over the past two centuries, for so 
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many people, not so much to kill, as willingly die for such limited imaginings” (7). In the 

aftermath of the Civil War, a national bond was asserted for the future of the nation. In 

only a generation after the war, the North and South were reunited militarily to fight the 

Spanish-American War and, not long after, World War I. The way that the Civil War has 

been represented in mass media has been integral in fomenting nationalism and faith in 

military duty.  

Veteran Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. articulated what came to be the dominant 

motif of postwar public address and literature: reconciliation through celebration of 

martial duty. In a Memorial Day 1895 speech to Harvard’s graduating class titled The 

Soldiers’ Faith, Holmes argues that war was an irreplaceable and inexplicable inspiration 

of the “passion for life.” In other texts he wrote of the gore he witnessed and violence in 

which he participated (Wilson 750-51), but in this address and elsewhere, he still comes 

to the conclusion that  

I do not know what is true. I do not know the meaning of the universe. But in the 
midst of doubt, in the collapse of creeds, there is one thing I do not doubt, that no 
man who lives in the same world with most of us can doubt, and that is that the 
faith is true and adorable which leads a soldier to throw away his life in obedience 
to a blindly accepted duty, in a cause which he little understands, in a plan of 
campaign of which he does not see the use. (64)  
 

In this “soldiers’ faith” to obedience, fidelity and duty, the soldier is to prove valorous 

regardless of the cause. In President Woodrow Wilson’s commemorative address at the 

fiftieth anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg, he reiterated a similar theme to the 

assembled crowd of Union and Confederate veterans and thousands of spectators 

gathered at the Battle site. Rather than drawing attention to ongoing civil rights struggles 

and the lingering aftermath of the war still present in 1913, he focused on the “splendid 
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valor, the manly devotion of the men then arrayed against one another, now grasping 

hands and smiling into each other’s eyes. How complete the union has become and how 

dear to all of us, how unquestioned, how benign and majestic, as state after state has been 

added to this, our great family of free men!” (23-25). Martial celebration and homage to 

soldiers crossed sectional divides to unite the nation. 

Currently, gross racist caricatures and any argument for the virtues of slavery are 

no longer acceptable in collective memory. However, focusing on soldiers and their 

“adorable” faith has continued. The Killer Angels continues this popular tradition of 

focusing on the military conflict at the expense of the war’s aftermath. This popular novel 

about the most well-known battle of the Civil War plays a substantial role in the ongoing 

cultivation of a fatal commitment to nationalism. Imagining a nation worthy of violent 

sacrifice requires a past that makes that sacrifice worthwhile, and Shaara’s novel meets 

with the audience’s desire to believe. Together, the imagined nation becomes reified.  

Anderson calls nations “imagined communities” and the imagining of a nation is 

an ongoing project “the achievement of which is still in progress” (114). Citizens must be 

reminded and convinced that the hegemony to which they acquiesce offers them benefits: 

there is no guarantee people will adhere to nationalism. nationalism, like any hegemony, 

has “to be actively constructed and positively maintained” (Hall, “Gramsci’s” 424). 

There are varying degrees of nationalism of course, but to assert that there is no nation at 

all would seem quite absurd to the vast majority of people in the United States. The 

concept of nationhood is so deeply imbedded as to be nearly beyond questioning so that 

“nation-ness is the most universally legitimate value in the political life of our time” 
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(Anderson 3). The conflict of the Civil War may have been a sign of the Union and 

Confederacy’s own firm belief in their own brand of nationalism but after the war, a Civil 

War industry emerged that offered particular representations and interpretations of the 

war that have bolstered nationalism. The manifestations and reifications of this 

nationalism are ubiquitous in sociological propaganda. Out of the milieu created by 

nineteenth-and-early-twentieth-century memory of the Civil War, emerges Michael 

Shaara’s The Killer Angels.   

   

A Fictional History Lesson 

Filmmaker Ken Burns claims that The Killer Angels led him to make his wildly 

popular documentary film The Civil War. Currently, there are more than two and a half 

million copies of the novel in print, and it is arguably the most widely read book about 

the Battle of Gettysburg (Hartwig 1). Of course, readers recognize that the novel is fiction 

as they do with The Red Badge of Courage or Gone with the Wind, but “something in The 

Killer Angels elicits a belief in the reality of it” (Desjardin 147). This single artifact has 

represented the Battle for millions of people and may be the most influential archive of 

collective memory about this conflict.   

Shaara’s novel asserts a certain version of history, simplifies soldiers’ 

motivations, burnishes brutal violence, and reifies myths about the nation’s military 

history. Shaara appeals to a wide audience, in part, because of the depiction of soldiers 

and their motivations for fighting. The propaganda that argued for reunion at all costs 

after the war can still be found alive and well in this late twentieth-century work of 



 

 

  53 
 
 

 
 

 

historical fiction. Ultimately, these qualities make the novel an example of widely 

influential sociological propaganda upon which nationalism thrives. This novel’s 

popularity would not have been possible without the pre-existing cultural practices into 

which it was born. The extant sociological propaganda about the Civil War prepared 

readers for Shaara’s rendering of the Battle.    

Nationalistic historical fiction like The Killer Angels gains popularity because the 

myths of the past are reasserted in ways amenable to the contemporary zeitgeist. This 

novel makes the past into a vehicle for entertainment. The complicated, intricate, and 

debatable causes and consequences of the past are left out by the author. In this way, a 

work of popular fiction differs greatly from a work of academic history. Historical and 

rhetorical work that acknowledges the complexities of the past are many times not 

popular at all. In fact, works of popular historical fiction can become more trusted by 

mass audiences because they represent a world that is amenable to the views they already 

hold. Thankfully, many historians are exploring the complexities of the past and 

uncovering stories of people who have been marginalized for political purposes. As 

historians do this archaeology, understanding of the past may become more robust. For 

this type of archaeology to thrive, recollections, recordings, and renderings of the past 

must always be considered with suspicion. The goal of this type of academic historical 

inquiry is not to find the true version of past events but to identify “the errors, the false 

appraisals, and the faulty calculations that gave birth to those things that continue to exist 

and have value for us” (Foucault 146). Representations of the past are always slanted, 

flawed, and lacking—but the details they retain are not random.  
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After the trauma of the Civil War, the past was written about and remembered in 

the light of the politics of reunion. Rather than encouraging rumination on the complex 

causes and lingering consequences of the war, sociological and overt propaganda were 

committed to “forging unifying myths and making remembering safe” (Blight, Race 9). A 

version of the past and a dominant meaning of that past were articulated countless times 

until wondering about the causes and the consequences of the war became unnecessary 

for most members of the nation. Though countless novels, films, poems, and other 

popular artifacts continue to be produced about the Civil War, many of the most popular 

use information that was forged in an era tinged with the politics of reunion. The Killer 

Angles carries on the tradition of upholding respect for both Union and Confederate 

soldiers. Shaara does this with a mixture of historical documentation and a perspective on 

the Battle that accord with comforting collective memory.  

Shaara’s use of detail from widely accepted historical records encourages readers 

to believe they are getting a definitive lesson in the history of the Battle as it happened. 

This novel allows readers to connect with a past that offers thrilling heroism and 

historical education. Like many popular representations of it, the past is rendered static 

here, known, and beyond debate. In this way, its rhetoric almost moves beyond analysis. 

The information provided argues for the worth of the nation and its soldiers. This seems 

like no argument at all and instead appears to be an assertion of fact. Shaara reaffirms 

misinformation and myth in his novel in creative ways and celebrates bravery, sacrifice, 

and an uncomplicated commitment to military duty. He combines nationalistic 

mythology with misinformation throughout that is a continuation of tradition when 
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writing about the war.  

Shaara won the Pulitzer Prize for the novel, and although it is an acknowledged 

work of fiction, in his “note to the reader” that prefaces the book, he expresses his goal to 

create a historically accurate version of events so that he, and readers, would “know what 

it was like to be there, what the weather was like, what the men’s faces looked like” 

(xiii). This goal—whether fully accomplished or not—seems to have been realized for 

many readers. The Ballantine Books edition of 1998 includes a quote from General H. 

Norman Schwarzkopf to add to the books legitimacy and evince its realism: “The best 

and most realistic novel about war I have ever read.” In the interior of that same edition, a 

Publisher’s Weekly critic writes: “A compelling version of what America’s Armageddon 

must have been like . . . Surefire storytelling.” The book certainly departs from 

techniques used in earlier representations of the Battle. Shaara relies on modernistic 

literary devices such as stream of consciousness and multiple narrative perspectives. The 

historical details, the style of writing and the intense focus on three days of the Battle 

may encourage many readers that this is “what the Battle must have been like.” Shaara’s 

literary style and the historical details included may have garnered immense popularity 

for the novel. This popularity demonstrates the power of print to please an immense 

audience hungry for narratives that justify their nation’s worth. The novel provides 

support for collective memory that is an integral part of the hegemony of nationalism. 

As would be expected of any writer of historical fiction, the author relies on 

historical records to describe actual events and then contributes a novelist’s artistic 

license. He uses the names of officers who were present and breaks the book into sections 
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labeled for the dates upon which the Battle was fought. Throughout the novel fairly 

detailed maps with troop positions shown and the names of particular geographical 

locations are included, adding verisimilitude: Hagerstown Road, the Seminary, 

Willoughby Run, and so on. He also relies on historical accounts that name the famous 

sites within the Battlefield: The Devil’s Den, Cemetery Ridge, The Peach Orchard, Little 

Round Top, and others. He positions fact alongside fiction. Each chapter that focuses on 

one of the three days of battle is further separated into sections focused on the officers 

present at the Battle of Gettysburg: Lee, Longstreet, Chamberlain, Armistead and more. 

At times, Shaara writes from the different characters’ perspectives and at other times he 

writes from an omniscient narrator’s point of view, describing and detailing the events 

with his artistic license. Thus, the novel blurs the lines between history lesson and 

fictional narrative as we would expect of a historical novel. However, the book reaffirms 

a certain notion of history—a version of reality that is more myth than recounting of the 

past. The ways in which battlefield violence is described is one important aspect of the 

myth of war. Violent death in the novel is described throughout the novel in ways that do 

not accord with accuracy. Lack of detail is a rhetorical choice that empowers certain 

versions of war while excluding others. 

Early in the novel, Shaara describes the murder of a Union General John Reynolds 

on the first day of battle. The General’s death is a matter of verifiable historical record. 

No one, not even witnesses to the murder could describe, exactly and consistently, this 

man’s death, but Shaara, as any writer must, makes choices in his description that are 

rhetorically significant. He writes, “Reynolds lay in the dirt road, the aides bending over 
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him. When Buford got there the thick stain had already puddled the dirt beneath his head. 

His eyes were open, half asleep, his face pleasant and composed, a soft smile. Buford 

knelt. He was dead. An aide, a young sergeant, was crying” (96). A mention of blood, a 

mention of emotion related to loss; these may very well be realities of combat, but this 

description hardly shares the reality of war violence.  

The weapons of the Civil War were not precise. Reynolds was most likely hit with 

the war’s most common rifled projectile—the Minie Ball. As this historian of military 

hardware conveys, this common battlefield “bullet” was  

anything but mini- and nothing like a ball. Rather it was a conical lead projectile, 
with three additional metal rings cast into its waist for rifling, of an extremely 
large .58 caliber, emerging from the barrel of the weapon that fired it as a solid 
ounce of deformed, unstable, flesh ripping, bone-shattering soft metal, big and 
heavy and slow. (Beidler 497)  
 

Shaara’s description of murder cannot be viewed as a realistic and representative type of 

death during the Battle. Beidler calls the lack of gory description in any writing about war 

“the meat problem.” Though speaking generally of popular representations of battlefield 

violence, Beidler calls certain omissions a reaction to this problem of “the beef stew any 

soldier knows—the hamburger, the brains, the liver, and pancreas and intestines, the 

blood in buckets slopped all over the grass and other people” (500). 

Later in the book, Shaara describes a moment on the second day of the conflict. 

Colonel Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain of Maine is the central character in this part of the 

narrative and is armed only with his revolver to withstand the inevitable Confederate 

charge when “A Reb came over a rock. Bayonet fixed, black thin point forward and 

poised, face seemed blinded, head twitched. Chamberlain aimed his pistol, fired, hit the 
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man dead center, down he went, folding; smoke swallowed him” (222). Is this realistic? 

No spattering of blood. No recoil of the weapon. No scream of pain. Certainly no writer 

can be faulted for not having included every possible detail of any scene, but his 

consistent lack of detail suggests consistent obfuscation.  

Shaara writes of “the newly dead, piles of red meat. One man down holding his 

stomach, blood pouring out of him like a butchered pig, young face, only a boy” (323). 

The descriptions here and throughout still do not approach war’s bloody reality. Perhaps 

no literary technique is up to such a task. However, Shaara may have merely been 

adhering to tradition in writing about the Civil War in popular American fiction. Paul 

Fussell indicates in his study of literature and World War I, there is no logical reason why 

the English language cannot adequately describe warfare because “it is rich in terms like 

blood, terror, agony, madness, shit, cruelty, murder, sell-out, pain and hoax” (170). He 

goes on to say that arguing “language cannot capture reality of war” is not an effective 

one because we have phrases like “legs blown off, intestines gushing out over his hands, 

screaming all night, bleeding to death from the rectum” (170). When actual combatants 

wrote or spoke about their battlefield experiences, Fussell argues, they found that “no one 

is very interested in the bad news they have to report. What listener wants to be torn and 

shaken when he doesn’t have to be? We have made unspeakable mean indescribable: it 

really means nasty” (170). Sociological propaganda like The Killer Angels does not often 

remind the audiences about what soldiers are forced to endure or commit in the guise of 

defending the imagined community. Still, the novel is praised for its verisimilitude.   

The Fort-Wayne Journal Gazette reviewer of The Killer Angels writes, “Narrated 
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as expertly as though Michael Shaara had been a participant in the Battle of Gettysburg” 

(Ballantine). Though intended as unequivocal praise, this comment may have ironic 

connotations. Fussell indicates that World War I veterans often conveyed their 

experiences in combat in ways that would fit their audience’s desires. There may be a 

tendency for soldiers to gloss over the horrors of their experiences just as any traumatic 

memory may be suppressed. In the case of World War I and the Civil War, cultural 

gentility may also have played a part in avoiding gore and using highly figurative and 

vague language to describe battlefield violence in literature of the era. Though there are 

many artifacts written by combatants that do include detailed description of the results of 

violence, Colonel Chamberlain’s writing is quite representative of the more common 

norm in Civil War soldiers’ recollections. In his 1913 Hearst Magazine reminiscence of a 

particular episode at Gettysburg, he writes:  

It was a stirring, not to say appalling sight: here a whole battery of shot and shell 
cutting a ragged chasm through a serried mass, flinging men and horses like drift 
aside; there, a rifle volley at close range, with reeling shock, hands tossed in air, 
muskets dropped with death’s quick relax, or clutched with last, convulsive 
energy, men falling like grass before the scythe—other’s manhood’s proud calm 
and rally; there a little group kneeling above some favorite officer slain,—his 
intense spirit still animating the fiery steed pressing headlong with empty saddle 
to the van. (25)  
 

In Chamberlain’s account, the lack of graphic detail is nestled alongside images taken 

from Arthurian legend. To imagine that an eyewitness account of battle is reliable must 

be, at least, called into question when analyzing the rhetoric employed within such a text. 

Personal memory of battlefield violence often reflects the desire for soldiers to “celebrate 

personal survival, or to find greater purpose, solace, or inspiration in what they had 

witnessed” as well as “preserving only those memories that held special meaning to 
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them” (Reardon 2). When the desire for selective memories are combined with the 

cacophony of tens of thousands of other soldiers, with exhaustion from combat and 

marching, from lack of sleep and hunger, the fear of death, adrenaline of battle, and the 

scale of the Gettysburg battlefield that stretched on for miles, pulsed with the sound of 

gunfire, artillery, and the screams of dying men and horses mixed with the shout of 

commands, how should an eyewitness account be expected to be an accurate 

representation of the past? Even with thousands of recollections and official reports, 

objective clarity is impossible. More importantly, the descriptions of battle often coincide 

with the desires of the society in which they were constructed.  

 

Sources of Memory and a Malleable Past 

Shaara maintains tradition in other ways in addition to his fairly clean 

representation of violence. He, like us all, is reliant on other people’s accounts of the 

past, no matter how much misinformation they may contain. Of course, many accounts of 

the Battle corroborate each other, but in many ways, the past is unknowable. Recorded 

memory comprises history; it does not convey the past. The records of the past are tinged 

by emotional and political motivation even when professionally trained historians gather 

the information. Though American historians like George Bancroft, Francis Parkman and 

John Lothrop Motley lived through the war, they did not write about it from a scholarly 

perspective (Cullen 19). In fact, there was little academic writing about the war while it 

was occurring (Fahs, Imagined 287-88). However, there was a tremendous amount of 

overtly commercial writing about the war as it occurred. This writing shaped perception 
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of the conflict.  

Immediately after the war, historians from both North and South did write about 

it. Most of these academic histories written before the twentieth century are distinctly 

biased and take “a moralistic stance that identified villains, isolated causes, or both. 

Unionists tended to stress the evil of slavery, whereas former Confederates usually took a 

constitutional view defending their right to leave the Union” (Cullen 21). To assert their 

truths about the war, historians used military reports, eyewitness accounts, newspaper 

articles, and magazine publications. Eyewitness accounts cannot be depended upon; 

sophisticated historical study of the war and of Gettysburg in particular did not emerge 

for many years after the war; journalists of each section slanted their writing for the 

benefit of patriotic sentiment. With these sources now under suspicion, from where does 

collective national memory of the war and this battle emanate?  

Historian, archivist, and former tour guide for the national Park Service of 

Gettysburg, Thomas A. Desjardin writes that the many popular versions of the Battle are 

“[b]ased on the deeply flawed memories of the participants and other eyewitnesses and 

then expanded through decades of social and political debates, the story of Gettysburg 

has become a flexible, dynamic mythology, reflecting nearly anything Americans see as 

positive” (9). Shaara inherited many versions of the past and whether he researched 

deeply enough to feel comfortable challenging those versions is of little consequence. He 

did not challenge pre-existing myths about Gettysburg; he imbued them with more life by 

exploring the fictional interiority of the icons engaged in the Battle and allowed the 

myths of Gettysburg to mean what his contemporary readers wanted to believe. In his 
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attempt to make the Battle as real as possible for readers, he wrote a fictional version. 

Choosing fiction over history is not a charge aimed solely at the book as all versions of 

history are fictions, but certain fictions endure and thrive.  

In “‘To the Latest Generation’: Cold War and Post Cold War U.S. Civil War 

Novels in Their Social Contexts,” Jeffrey Neal Smithpeters reminds us that “[a]n author’s 

choices are not mere capitulations to form. They are also manifestations of that author’s 

specific cultural context” (102). Consciously or unconsciously, authors will shape their 

narratives to fit and reflect their particular cultural contexts and the rhetorical choices 

available to them will be not entirely under their control. The versions of history in their 

work may tell us more about their own culture rather than about the historical event that 

is their subject. Cullen notes that representations of the Civil War—and of the past in 

general—change “to reflect the concerns of different constituencies in U.S. society” (3). 

The Killer Angels has interested and satisfied a particularly large constituency.  

Shaara made military valor commendable and battlefield violence palatable to a 

public that may have been tired of war at the time of the novel’s publication. With United 

States’ involvement in Vietnam highly unpopular upon the book’s release, the nation may 

not have been eager for a realistic and critical book about war. Instead, a war with easily 

defined enemies and soldiers in separate uniforms was needed: two things that the 

Vietnam War lacked in many regards. Shaara’s version of a past war invoked military 

heroism during a more recent war that had become increasingly unpopular. The novel 

valorizes both Confederate and Union combatants and still represents the winners and 

losers in ideologically simplistic ways. By including specific detail in some places while 
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leaving out uncomfortable details in others, the novel asserts a version of history 

amenable to a proud nationalism.  

Desjardin writes that if Shaara had “gathered more clear facts at the start and then 

added a novelist’s license, the result would have been faulty enough” but Shaara uses 

easily available and popular historical sources. These sources and his artistic license 

meant that “the story he depicted was far more legend than history” (146). The flawed 

versions he relied upon maintain a safe distance from the reality of battlefield suffering 

and murder. This version of combat exemplifies what Beidler calls the tendency to turn 

American history into another product for sale (489). The historical commodity, to be 

marketable, is made attractive and Gettysburg products are certainly attractive to a great 

many people.  

The site of the Battle is a tourist attraction and the event itself has given rise to an 

entire industry. When visitors go to the Battle site and surrounding area today, they can 

stay at the Little Round Top Bed and Breakfast, dine at General Pickett’s All You Can 

Eat Buffet, and enjoy a beer at Gettysbrew micro-brewery, located in a farm that was 

once a Confederate field hospital. They can later order a six-pack of Joshua Lawrence 

Chamberlain ale from The Shipyard Brewing Company and enjoy countless other 

Gettysburg themed products including nightlights, key chains, lapel pins, and t-shirts. 

The sacred and the secular are combined to make a scene of horrific violence into a 

commercially viable myth. The combination of national history with market imperatives 

allows the fostering of nationalism to seep into the practices of everyday culture. This 

sociological propaganda both archives and creates the collective memory.  
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The sanitized version of battle, the use of affirmative national myths, and the 

valorizing of United States and Confederate States’ soldiers encourages sales of products; 

it also coincides with Shaara’s praise of United States’ idealism throughout the novel. 

The intricacies and reasons for fighting in the war are simplified. He goes to great lengths 

to put the most idealistic and anti-slavery sentiments into some of his characters’ mouths. 

In a key moment in the novel, Colonel Chamberlain gives a rousing speech to a group of 

Union troops. He says, “This is a different kind of army. If you look at history you’ll see 

men fight for pay, or women, or some other kind of loot. They fight for land, or because a 

king makes them, or just because they like killing. But we’re here for something new. I 

don’t . . . this hasn’t happened much in the history of the world. We’re an army going out 

to set other men free” (30). Were there men who believed they were fighting to set other 

men free? Yes. Did the volunteer Chamberlain—professor of rhetoric and religion—

believe his argument as the primary reason to fight? This is possible. But Shaara has 

taken a particular license in justification of the war. In fact, at a monument dedication 

ceremony at Gettysburg in 1889, the actual Chamberlain offered his own justification for 

the war. In Chamberlain’s 1889 dedication speech of the Maine Monument at Gettysburg, 

he said that the conflict was to address the  

boastful pretense that each State held in its hand the death-warrant of the nation; 
that any State had a right, without show of justification outside its own caprice, to 
violate the covenants of the constitution, to break away from the Union and set up 
its own little sovereignty as sufficient for all human purposes and ends; thus 
leaving it to mere will or whim of any member of our political system to destroy 
the body and dissolve the soul of the Great People. (192)  
 

Chamberlain’s belief in the cause of the war seems to have little to do with “setting other 

men free” as Shaara’s version of Chamberlain says. In Shaara’s Vietnam-era sensibility, 
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the desire to satisfy the audience with a simple and noble explanation for the war’s 

justification is prioritized over adherence to what the actual Chamberlain may have 

believed. In his own words, Chamberlain’s argument for war is a defense of Union; for 

Shaara’s Chamberlain the cause is the eradication of slavery. This morally satisfying 

justification for war may be one reason the novel remains so popular.  

Because this best-selling novel was born in the morass of the Vietnam War, his 

goals may have been to assuage the suffering of the nation while offering a version of 

war that could be explained in simple terms. He may also have used the Battle of 

Gettysburg as a stand-in for the Cold War conflict between the Soviet Union and the 

United States. Kevin Grauke writes that, in the context of the Vietnam War and the Cold 

War, the novel can be read allegorically with the Confederacy representing oppressive 

communism. In Shaara’s version the Union fights for the right to free people from the 

bondage of slavery, just as the Vietnam War was, ostensibly, an attempt for the United 

States “to free an innocent people from the bondage of communism” (Grauke 49). 

Throughout, Grauke argues that the only fully developed rationale for the Civil War in 

The Killer Angels is the idyllic Union cause that Chamberlain articulates. The soldiers on 

the Confederate side are never given such an opportunity to espouse their justification for 

fighting. The grandiloquent speeches are given to Union officers and soldiers. The 

Confederate soldiers are consistently represented as tragic heroes who put their duty to 

the military above any other cause. Their fidelity to military duty and an abstract 

adherence to a belief in States’ rights are their motivation to kill and die.  

By avoiding an explanation for the Southern cause and making the Union cause 
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moral and simple, Shaara walks a tightrope to please any reader—except the most 

polemically minded—regardless of their sectional sympathies. This battle represents all 

that can be good about a militaristic nationalism: duty to country and commitment to a 

noble military cause. These virtues are unsullied by the unpopular Vietnam War and the 

potential complexities of the Civil War’s causes and consequences. Shaara reaffirms that 

the morally justified impetus for war will always prevail in the end. Out of the confused 

causes of the Vietnam War comes The Killer Angels in which the author “attempts to 

distance America’s view of itself from the catastrophe of Vietnam and steer it in the 

direction of a more mythical tableau and one that, if the author’s hints are to be taken, 

was resolved relatively neatly. The book may restrict itself to recounting the events of a 

few days in mid-1863, but it gathers in the anxieties and yearnings experienced by its first 

readers” (Smithpeters 95). The novel’s Chamberlain thinks that, in contrast to armies of 

other nations, “the American fights for mankind, for freedom; for the people, not the 

land” and that “This was the first place on earth where the man mattered more than the 

state. True freedom had begun here and it would eventually spread all over the earth” 

(Shaara 27). Throughout the novel, Union soldiers are given the opportunity to espouse 

their beliefs in freedom, in justice, and in the moral superiority of their cause. This 

continues the novel’s ascent into crowd pleasing fantasy in Vietnam’s wake and reiterates 

the Cold War importance of defending freedom loving America from the oppressive 

Soviet Union.  

These simple fantasies obscure the complex past. The historical record on which 

Shaara relied made the fantasizing nearly unavoidable because he took pre-existing 
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misinformation and rendered it digestible and realistic. The desire to believe a certain 

version of events is satisfied with repetition and distribution. Robert F. Kennedy’s recent 

publication for children, American Heroes: Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain (2007), uses 

the same flawed historical record that Chamberlain wrote decades after the Battle of 

Gettysburg. Shaara and Kennedy both relied on this highly problematical source. 

Kennedy’s is one of the recent publications to continue the myth for a new generation of 

readers.  

Chamberlain’s official report to the Federal Government of his 20th Maine 

regiment’s actions at Gettysburg was written more than twenty years after the Battle 

(Desjardin 139). This was most likely used by both Shaara and Kennedy as well because 

the descriptions they include are consistent with much of Chamberlain’s account. 

Certainly twenty years of distance between event and written recollection can create 

inconsistencies in addition to the previously discussed complications with eyewitness 

testimony. Also, both Shaara and Kennedy used a popular Hearst Magazine article from 

1913 for much of their information about Chamberlain. This article was Chamberlain’s 

personal account of the Battle called “Through Blood and Fire at Gettysburg” in 

commemoration of the fiftieth anniversary of the Battle. After the article was published, 

Chamberlain was “so unhappy with the article that bore his name that he refused to keep 

a copy of his own and declined sending copies to friends who inquired” (Desjardin 142). 

Hearst publications were notorious for sensational journalism and in this case had taken 

liberties with Chamberlain’s narrative. He declared it “mutilated” yet this account is the 

most widely quoted source for the legend that surrounds Chamberlain.  
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Kennedy also includes a recommended reading list at the end of his children’s 

book. One of the publications recommended is Jeff Shaara’s Civil War Battlefields: 

Discovering America’s Hallowed Ground (Jeff is Michael’s son and also a writer of 

historical fiction). Another recommended book is, of course, The Killer Angels. Rather 

than suggesting academic histories of the Battle that may acknowledge controversies over 

the versions of the past, two fiction writers are given primacy. Kennedy obviously 

regards Shaara’s book a worthy companion to his own. Shaara’s Battle of Gettysburg, 

and now Kennedy’s version for a younger generation, both continue to shape collective 

memory that celebrates nationalism and military valor. Countless stories that are both 

detailed and vague form much of this collective memory. Colonel Chamberlain’s 

performance at Little Round Top is such a story.  

Multiple reports and countless historical studies describe this famous conflict. In 

the late afternoon of July 2, 1863, the second day of the Battle, eight regiments of Union 

troops from Pennsylvania, New York, Michigan and Colonel Chamberlain’s Maine 

clashed with Confederate troops made up of two regiments from Texas and three from 

Alabama, all commanded by Colonel William Oates. The small hill was heavily wooded 

but had a patch of land on its apex that was clear of trees. If the Confederates could 

occupy the small, steep hill—Little Round Top—they would make the Union Army’s 

flank vulnerable. Whoever occupied the hill and the hill above it—Big Round Top—

would be protected by the steep approach and could fire down on any assault. At the 

time, Oates received his orders, the hill seemed unoccupied.  

According to Shelby Foote, author of the monumental three volume The Civil 
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War: A Narrative, the Confederates were repulsed twice as they tried to ascend the hill. 

Realizing they could not take the hill because the high ground was too well defended and 

they were outnumbered, they started to withdraw from the assault (Foote 2: 505). As they 

did, Chamberlain’s Union forces proceeded down the hill with a bayonet charge. This 

episode in The Killer Angels leaves out the detail that the Confederates may have already 

been retreating. Perhaps Shaara avoided this possible detail for good reason. He had to 

make a choice, and the sense of triumph for readers may have been diminished if 

Chamberlain’s foe was already retreating.  

However, historical records do not agree with each other about what happened 

that day. In McPherson’s Battle Cry of Freedom: the Civil War Era, he presents a 

different view of this event. Opposing Foote, McPherson uses his sources to argue that 

the Confederate troops were preparing for another assault up the hill against the Maine 

regiment that had run out of ammunition (659). Shaara eliminates the debate exemplified 

by Foote and McPherson’s different accounts. Instead, he makes the Confederates into a 

hard charging force even though they faced daunting conditions including an uphill 

assault, casualties from previous attempts, and exhaustion from all day marching to the 

Battle site.  

Rather than implying a Confederate retreat, Shaara focuses on the Union troops 

atop the hill before their bayonet charge is ordered. He has one of his Union soldier 

characters say to Chamberlain, “‘Colonel, they’re coming’” (226). According to Shaara’s 

version of events, the Confederates were going to make one last charge up the hill, and 

any academic debate is put to rest about the Confederate plan of attack or retreat. This 
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empowers the Confederate soldiers while also dooming them to failure in the novel. 

Simultaneously, the Maine soldiers are out of ammunition and as doomed as their 

adversaries. There are only two hundred of them left and, Chamberlain thinks, “More 

than that coming at us” (Shaara 226). The fight is fair in Shaara’s story and only a brave 

and wily Colonel from Maine had the courage to order a bayonet charge downhill. This 

version of battle—miraculously—makes both groups of soldiers the underdogs. As this 

scene evinces, the novel has winners and losers but no villains: it has only brave 

underdogs.  

 

The Polestar of Heroism 

Though the story of Chamberlain at Little Round Top is exemplary, the themes of 

heroism and insurmountable odds find their polestar in one of the most famous events of 

the Battle and, perhaps, of the entire war: the phenomenon that has come to be known as 

Pickett’s Charge. This charge has the elements of allegory needed for the ultimate Civil 

War story. McPherson observes “Pickett’s charge represented the Confederate war effort 

in microcosm: matchless valor, apparent initial success, and ultimate disaster” (662). As a 

cause or as an effect, popular versions of the Battle narrative focus much attention on 

Pickett’s Charge. Though this name is a misnomer, academic historians like McPherson 

and novelists like Shaara rely upon it. Many other commanding officers were involved in 

the Confederate charge so there is no perfectly logical reason for Pickett’s name to be 

affixed.  

On that early July afternoon—a day after the engagement at Little Round Top—a 
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Confederate attack was carried out on the center of the Union forces assembled on 

Cemetery Ridge. Though this assault was ordered after a variety of misunderstood orders 

and changing circumstances, it was carried out by Longstreet’s Corps (Hartwig 23). Of 

that Corps, Pettigrew, Trimble, and Pickett’s divisions were to assault the Union center 

after barraging that position with artillery. Much of this is a matter of consistent historical 

record; but why is Pickett’s name associated with this event? In her Pickett’s Charge in 

History and Memory Penn State historian Carol Reardon argues that Pickett’s notoriety is 

the result of particular mass media forces and political motivations at work. 

Political motivations show themselves consistently in the popular printed artifacts 

after the war and have continued to inform popular historical fiction exemplified by The 

Killer Angels.  These versions of the past excise the conflicting versions, the economic 

imperatives, political motivations, and misunderstandings that influence recollections of 

the past. Instead, a simple collective memory emerges that has been formed through a 

complex web of sociological propaganda. The way Pickett’s Charge has been popularly 

remembered demonstrates that popularity is not a simple matter. In fact, people are not 

simply presented with a random or overtly political version of an event from those who 

write and publish books. Rather, a variety of versions of the past are available but some 

of them become dominant within collective memory due to industrial imperatives and 

then through consistent repetition. The economics of the print industry and popular 

versions of this famous charge make apparent the power of print literacy to influence 

collective memory that cultivates nationalism. 

Though far less productive than their industrial counterparts in the North, the 
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South still had a passionate literary culture during and after the war with the center of this 

industry in Richmond, Virginia. Pickett’s Division was made up of brigades consisting 

entirely of soldiers from Virginia. Combining the ability to publish with their 

geographically localized sympathies, Reardon argues that the local press made Pickett’s 

division into the focus of attention regardless of the other divisions involved in the 

charge. After the Battle of Gettysburg, the Northern papers valorized all the Confederate 

troops who took part in the infamous charge but paid little attention to any particular 

State’s soldiers. Regardless of the facts, the Northern newspapers imbued the 

Confederate army with skills at least concomitant with the Union forces. According to 

press accounts in the North and South now two years into the war at the time of the 

Battle, the two sides were near equally matched. The Northern press argued that the 

threat to the Union States was imminent and that the Battle of Gettysburg was a 

monumental and miraculous victory.  

Northern papers consistently reported on the Confederacy’s skilled soldiers and 

the indefatigable General Lee. Of the final day of the Battle on which the charge took 

place, one Northern correspondent for New York World wrote, “[t]he Battles of 

Wednesday and yesterday were sufficiently terrible, but in that which has raged today the 

fighting done, not only by our troops, but those of Lee’s army, will rank in heroism, in 

perseverance, and in savage energy, with that of Waterloo” (qtd. in Reardon 42). The 

Union troops could not be celebrated as full of courage and valor if their enemy was not 

also represented this way. The newspaper writers and other correspondents had to inform 

and entertain “readers without confusing or repulsing them,” but they also had to file 
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reports quickly which often led to pithiness and hyperbole at the expense of accuracy 

(Reardon 39). Northern papers focused on a few singular officers while Southern 

newspapers delved deep into selective detail.  

No other division in Lee’s army but Pickett’s was made up of soldiers exclusively 

from the state of Virginia (Reardon 34; Foote 531; Hess 406-07). All other divisions in 

the army were made up of soldiers from multiple states. This dispersion spread the 

suffering of loss widely across the South. However, the depth of loss was localized and 

focused on Virginia particularly on this last day of the Battle. This shared and localized 

mourning created an affinity for a certain version of the charge. Though many veterans 

and journalists did try to correct the dominant version of the assault on the Union center 

afterwards and into the twentieth century, the popular versions had taken root. For 

example, in 1921 one North Carolina writer argued that “‘there is no reason why the [July 

3] assault should have been styled ‘Pickett’s Charge,’ except that the Richmond Papers 

were anxious to boost him for promotion to Lieutenant-General’” (Clark qtd. in Reardon 

210). Though some tried to correct the historical record—particularly North Carolinians 

who suffered great losses during the assault—to argue which southern state suffered the 

most was nearly taboo during the war. Doing so ran the risk of damaging the brittle bonds 

of Confederate nationalism.  

Instead, Pickett’s Charge became and has remained a sign of Confederate bravery: 

“the more desperate and suicidal the image of the charge became, the greater the idea that 

Southern soldiers exhibited bravery, heroism, and commitment to their cause, qualities 

that they presumably held in ways far superior to the Yankees” (Desjardin 124). After the 
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fighting had stopped and veterans and their families from outside the State challenged the 

Virginia version of the charge, they were overshadowed by the sacrifice of Pickett and 

his fellow Virginians. For political and deeply emotional purposes, the details of the past 

were remembered selectively; the myth has endured and been bolstered through 

sociological propaganda including The Killer Angels. Once books written about Pickett’s 

Charge became popular in the North and South, and encyclopedias accepted the dominant 

version, it was difficult to change (Reardon 173). As statues and other types of symbols 

memorialized the popular versions of the charge, the chances of altering the collective 

memory with more nuanced versions of the charge have become nearly impossible. 

These versions of the past provided Shaara with his research. Trimble and Pettigrew are 

hardly mentioned in his rendition and Pickett is the doomed leader of the charge. This 

accords perfectly with the popular version and merely increases its popularity. This 

doomed attack has come to represent much of what justifies celebration of military duty 

that Holmes called “the soldiers’ faith.”  

Shaara’s rendering of July 3 is aligned with these dominant and flawed 

representations that work as sociological propaganda in his novel. His focus of the charge 

is Pickett, Armistead, Longstreet, and Chamberlain. The dialogue adds to the myth of the 

glorious, brave, but ultimately tragic charge. General Longstreet delivers Lee’s orders to 

Pettigrew, Trimble, and Pickett saying, “‘Gentleman, the fate of your country rests on 

this attack’” (297). If this statement had proven true, the Confederate loss at Gettysburg 

and at this charge particularly would have hastened the end of the war; instead it would 

last two more years. But the charge’s importance in the novel and in popular memory is 
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given grand justification. It becomes a symbol of bravery, valor, and beauty. Shaara’s 

version of Confederate officer Lewis Armistead looks at his fellow soldiers as they 

prepare to march toward the Union line and says, “‘Have you ever seen anything so 

beautiful?’” and “They never looked better, on any parade ground’” (321). The bloodshed 

becomes a spectacle for the reader.  

Later in the novel, Chamberlain reflects on the charge. Shaara shifts back and 

forth between omniscient narrator and character’s voice when he writes, “It was the most 

beautiful thing he had ever seen. No book or music would have that beauty” and then 

speaks in the character’s voice “So this is tragedy. Yes” and back and forth seamlessly, 

“He nodded. In the presence of real tragedy you feel neither pain nor joy nor hatred, only 

a sense of enormous space and time suspended, the great doors open to black eternity, the 

rising across the terrible field of that last enormous, unanswerable question” (342). This 

charge sanctifies the Confederate soldier and allows the Union soldier to see the beauty 

of duty. The conflict is made into myth that eliminates the causes of the conflict while the 

soldiers on either side are celebrated.    

Unlike the novelist, historians like Reardon, Desjardin, and others are still trying 

to point out the untruths that constellate around Gettysburg. These historians try to 

explain why certain versions have lingered. Desjardin argues “Wrapped in mystery and 

mythology, steeped in symbolism and meaning, Gettysburg is now a catch all of ideas, 

representing and demonstrating nearly any principle or cause imaginable” (8). Indeed, 

versions of the Battle can be used for a variety of purposes. However, the versions of this 

Battle that have become popular have a unifying thread regardless of what else they 
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“catch.” The military is always celebrated and duty to it depicted as a fundamental good. 

Beyond telling an entertaining story, Shaara has effectively contributed to the celebration 

of military valor that is so important in the ongoing project of forming a national identity. 

Across region, state, class, and occupation, military worship bonds the citizens in a 

common religion. The tradition of encouraging reunion continues. This unity is fostered 

through fealty to the military.  

In order to do this, Shaara reemphasized versions of the past that adhere to 

contemporary desires. He has eliminated the “meat problem” from his version of war. He 

has also used historical records that are at best questionable. His story may be the 

definitive version for millions of people because—in contrast to many academic 

histories—his version is entertaining, assertive, idealistically satisfying, and marketed to 

the masses. Desjardin, who was a battlefield guide for many years at Gettysburg, writes 

that “thousands of visitors to the Gettysburg battlefield made impassioned inquiries into 

the whereabouts of Buster’s grave in the Soldiers national Cemetery” and they are 

dismayed that his name is not included in the Maine Regiment’s list of dead on the Little 

Round Top monument (179): Buster Kilrain is a fictional character. Shaara created him 

for The Killer Angels. Kilrain is also later included in the filmed version of the novel 

which is the subject of the following chapter. For many readers and filmgoers, this 

character has become as real as Lee, Longstreet, Meade, and Chamberlain. Shaara’s 

versions of those characters have come to dominate in collective memory since his 

depiction of them accords with extant sociological propaganda about them. This book has 

clearly had a significant impact on understandings of the war, but not because the novel is 
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overt propaganda. Instead, it emerges as popular entertainment from a ferment that made 

its popularity possible. It emerges from and contributes to sociological propaganda. 

Shaara did not invent military worship. He did not start the tradition of focusing 

on battle rather than social consequences of the Civil War. However, this novel is an 

essential artifact in the ongoing cultivation of United States’ nationalism. Clearly, many 

readers believe that this is “a classic of Civil War fiction and justly deserves the laurels it 

has garnered” (Hartwig 1). Shaara’s Vietnam era renditions of Chamberlain, the 

Colonel’s performance at Little Round Top, and his speeches that justify violence make 

for an idealistically satisfying argument for military conflict during the Vietnam War in 

which generational rifts about race, gender, and military power had been exacerbated. 

The Civil War, in Shaara’s hands, makes the American past noble, morally simple, and 

worthy of veneration. His resources were based on at least suspect sources, and he 

combined information from these sources with artistic license. His book, for many 

readers, has become an important history lesson. Complex explorations of the Civil War 

and the Battle of Gettysburg can still be found in books; but these books are seldom 

embraced by such large audiences as Shaara’s has been.  

Print literacy has been and continues to be an important factor in cultivating the 

imagined community of the United States, but print literacy is not the only tool in 

creating national memory. Shaara’s book entered an era where film was already an 

essential medium that archived and perpetuated collective memory about the Civil War. 

Throughout the early twentieth century, interest in the Civil War was energized by the 

passing of war veterans, the outbreak of world wars, and the ensuing need for national 
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unity. The technology of film combined with many other cultural developments leading 

to myriad versions of Civil War themed films to be produced. In the following chapter, 

the link between films about the Civil War and nationalism is explored with a focus on 

the film adaptation of The Killer Angels. Through this exploration I argue that films about 

the Battle of Gettysburg—like Shaara’s novel—are integral to building and maintaining 

United States’ nationalism that is infused with the celebration of the military. 
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CHAPTER III: SCREENING THE BATTLE: GETTYSBURG 

Throughout this chapter I continue to explore the relationship among nationalism, 

popular history, and the Battle of Gettysburg. As in the previous chapter, I focus my 

exploration here upon a particular artifact of popular history. The theory of sociological 

propaganda and the concept of nations as imagined communities continue to aid my 

focus throughout this chapter on the filmed adaptation of The Killer Angels called 

Gettysburg (Esparza/Katz 1993). Rather than overt propaganda of the type that may 

immediately springs to mind when the term “propaganda” is mentioned, sociological 

propaganda is more commonplace, everyday, and inferential; yet it conditions audiences 

to accept arguments about the world they inhabit. I have drawn the distinction between 

propaganda and sociological propaganda in the introductory chapter, but I return to it 

again as the concept is essential to this chapter.  

Ellul writes that “when an American producer makes a film, he has certain 

definite ideas he wants to express, which are not intended to be propaganda. Rather, the 

propaganda element is in the American way of life with which he is permeated and which 

he expresses in his film without realizing it” (64). Thus, sociological propaganda 

reaffirms myths without drawing attention to the constructed nature of these myths. The 

ennobling national myths are presented as matters that are beyond dispute in artifacts like 

The Killer Angels and Gettysburg. When a filmmaker imbues his or her version of the 

past with elements of authenticity, the filmmaker has a tremendous amount of power to 

shape audience perceptions of reality, particularly if those perceptions accord with pre-

existing collective memory.  



 

 

  80 
 
 

 
 

 

Sociological propaganda reaffirms collective memory in ways that are more 

difficult to identify than those in more traditional and overt propaganda. The film 

Gettysburg seems to depict the past as it happened. The way in which that past is 

depicted, however, is part of a process that continues to assert a hegemony that seems 

beyond question. Analyzing this process as it relates to a well-known event in the past is 

the subject of this dissertation; the film’s contribution to this process is the subject of this 

chapter.     

 

The Heritage of Film 

As I identify connections between United States’ nationalism and sociological 

propaganda about the Battle of Gettysburg, I advance the argument set forth in the first 

chapter: mass media about the Battle of Gettysburg has substantially contributed to a 

particular form of nationalism in the United States that celebrates military duty. This 

nationalism is not only reiterated in easy to identify and obvious propaganda like patriotic 

songs or pledging allegiance to the flag. These rituals are certainly essential to the 

maintenance of nationalistic hegemony; but also essential to this maintenance is the 

discourse within popular history. Much of this popular history cultivates audience 

subjectivities that will encourage these audiences to accede to war when national leaders 

call upon them to do so.   

In contrast to Chapter 2, rather than focusing on printed discourse, I focus here on 

the visual discourse of a popular film. As I did in Chapter 2, I briefly discuss in this 

chapter some popular artifacts that reflect the social environment out of which the film 
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emerges. Myriad examples of sociological propaganda about the Civil War paved the 

way for this film’s version of history. These examples include the previously discussed 

literary works, including the popular novel upon which the film is based, The Killer 

Angels. Though Gettysburg is an adaptation of that novel, the film also owes much of its 

style, focus, and sentiment to other artifacts that have represented the Civil War in 

popular history. The consistency in how the war is represented in popular history across 

media reveals a recurrent audience desire: to embrace a past that justifies national 

allegiance and concomitant support of the national military. The film adheres and 

contributes to an ongoing discourse about the imagined community to which the film’s 

audience wants to belong.  

Gettysburg continues a tradition of focusing on battlefield action, celebrating 

military duty and neglecting the disturbing yet widespread belief in white supremacy 

after the Civil War. The film continues an argument started long ago. This argument 

presents the Battle as a sacred rite of passage as it is recalled for all that is best about the 

military tradition of the United States. This sacred and respected memory is cultivated in 

relation to the site through consumer products and mass media such as Gettysburg.  

This film functions like an advertisement reaffirming the heroic stories upon 

which nationalism thrives. Jim Weeks argues in his Gettysburg: Memory, Market, and an 

American Shrine that nearly as soon as the soldiers left the field in 1863, the Battle site 

inspired myths that have come to represent America’s national might while evading the 

nation’s legacy of oppression. These myths have turned the Battle into “a product of the 

market that hummed by masking its unpleasant inner workings, Gettysburg was another 
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illusion that eclipsed the fundamental issues of race and freedom that propelled the war 

and continue to linger” (Weeks 83). The Gettysburg site is not only the location of a large 

and violent battle; it has become a site where capitalism and sacred nationalism overlap 

to make it a preeminent site for the study of United States’ nationalism. The process of 

cultivating hegemony is never complete. Rather, any form of hegemony—including 

nationalism—requires maintenance. Thus, historical events are imagined anew for each 

generation using the technology of the present to reaffirm myths of the past. Of course, 

revisionist history can be powerful, but the sociological propaganda that convinces 

audiences of their community’s righteousness most often crowd out the alternatives.    

The process of nationalism has been and continues to be supported through overt 

governmental efforts such as national holidays, support for memorials, speeches by 

political leaders, and other civic efforts that make epideictic arguments for the Battle’s 

importance. However, film plays a crucial role in perpetuating national illusions that 

affirm the strength of the imagined community of the United States of America. This 

medium’s power to reach and influence millions of citizens has long been integral in the 

fostering of hegemony and spreading the sociological propaganda necessary for 

nationalism to thrive. As I argued in Chapter 1, the shaping of national memory about the 

Civil War has been fundamental to building any sense of unity after such a violent 

conflict. Through poems, speeches, theatrical plays, magazine articles, novels, and mass-

media artifacts, memory of the Civil War has been shaped by popular artifacts and the 

imperatives of the market. Collective memory about the war has been shaped more by 

desire for national unity and market forces than have any objective realities about the 
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war. In the twentieth century, the shaping of collective memory about the war continued 

into the technology of filmmaking. From its beginnings filmmakers have found fecund 

material in the Civil War.      

Carl Boggs and Tom Pollard argue that a “Hollywood war machine” contributes 

to the hegemony of militaristic nationalism in the United States. They argue that 

“Militarism appears as an ideology, a rationality that deeply influences the structures and 

practices of the general society through storytelling, mythology, media images, political 

messages, academic discourses, and simple patriotic indoctrination” (19). “The 

Hollywood war machine” is their term which “refers to the production of studio films 

depicting and glorifying U.S. wartime heroic exploits while embellishing the military 

experience itself in all its dimensions, from the Revolutionary period to the present” (52). 

Though they focus on big budget, mass market, and mainstream studio productions, I 

argue in this chapter and the next that similar types of celebration for military exploits 

can be found in films produced outside of mainstream studios. In the case of this chapter, 

I focus on the production team Esparza/Katz for their theatrical release and later cable 

television broadcast (Gettysburg). Boggs and Pollard focus on films of the late twentieth 

and early twenty-first centuries. However, the ongoing tradition of celebrating the United 

States’ military on film was born in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Film 

has demonstrated its power for dispersing sociological propaganda in ways that are at 

least as effective as printed texts.  
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The War in Black and White 

Representing the Civil War in mass market publishing, widely available 

photography, popular performance art, and civic commemoration converged with the 

development and mass appeal of motion pictures in the early twentieth-century within the 

United States. Massive popularity publications about the Civil War at the beginning of 

the twentieth century contributed to filmmakers’ use of the war as subject matter as the 

war was already a marketable subject. The war provided the setting for a great many of 

the first movies made in the United States for wide release as hundreds of Civil War films 

were produced in the United States during the silent film era (Kinnard vii; 281-84). The 

use of the war in film has continued as depictions of the war on film are legion and 

continue to be produced.  

In the 2007 book Gone with the Glory: The Civil War in Cinema, Gary Steel 

Wills offers a detailed overview and brief analysis of more than twenty films throughout 

the twentieth century that use the Civil War as setting. He also includes a filmography 

that cites eighty-nine films produced from 1915 through 2003 in which the Civil War has 

a prominent influence on the narrative. Much of his analysis focuses on the Civil War 

themed Gone with the Wind (Selznick, 1939), one of the most popular films in United 

States history and based on one of the most popular books in the nation’s history 

(Huntzicker 235; Cullen 67). More recently, Academy Award winning director Ang 

Lee’s Ride with the Devil (Universal, 1999) garnered critical acclaim if not mass market 

appeal. Cold Mountain (Miramax, 2003) earned an Academy Award for Rene Zellweger. 

Michael Shaara’s son—Jeff—had his 1996 Civil War novel of the same name adapted 
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into a wide theatrical release called Gods and Generals (Esparza/Katz, 2003) starring 

Hollywood icons Robert Duvall and Jeff Daniels. These are recent examples of the more 

than ninety feature films produced in the United States that have used the Civil War as 

their subject matter since 1929. The use of the war as setting or as an important detail in a 

character’s past—recently exemplified in the Tom Cruise film The Last Samurai (Warner 

Bros., 2003)—clearly shows that the war has been and will continue to be a hugely 

popular topic in the powerful realm of cinematic entertainment. The filmed versions of 

the past continue to exert their influence on the films of the present and pass their 

sociological propaganda to new generations.  

Though his own Civil War films like The Battle (Griffith Corp, 1911) and Charles 

Giblyn and Thomas Ince’s film The Battle of Gettysburg (New York Motion Picture 

Corporation, 1913) predate it, D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (Griffith Corp., 

1915) is the longest, most popular, and arguably most ambitious film of the silent film 

era. It is also one of the more popular and economically successful films ever made in the 

United States. In a 1946 tally, 200 million Americans claimed to have seen it (Merritt 

166). The initial investment for making the film was $110,000; the film sold $18,000, 

000 worth of tickets and was shown 6,266 times alone in New York City and countless 

other times throughout the country (Gianetti and Eyman 15; Guerrero 13; Carter 9). Prior 

to that film’s release, Giblyn and Ince’s The Battle of Gettysburg was the longest film 

dedicated to any aspect of the Civil War. It was fifty minutes long (Gallagher, Causes 

42). Griffith’s film is approximately one hundred and sixty-five minutes long.  
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Based on the white supremacist Thomas Dixon’s novel and stage play The 

Clansman (1905), the film has a legacy of influence on race relations in the United States 

but has also had a major impact on cinematic technique. In his “Cultural History Written 

with Lightning: The Significance of The Birth of a Nation,” Everett Carter argues that the 

film signifies the advent of “an American industry and an American art; any attempt to 

define the cinema and its impact upon American life must take into account this classic 

movie” (9).  Though highly melodramatic and virulently racist, the technical aspects of 

the film are critically lauded by many film scholars. But as Merritt argues, the technical 

aspects of a film are not enough to explain its popularity (166). Instead, the film’s 

popularity can be explained, partially, by its presentation of information that the audience 

was willing to embrace. Their desires had been shaped by overt propaganda and, more 

importantly, the pre-existing sociological propaganda about the Civil War. The film fits 

into the larger dynamics of memory about the war and beliefs in white supremacy that 

were widespread at the time of its release. Overt propaganda such as commemorative 

speeches and national monuments contributed to the popular memory of the war, but pre-

existing sociological propaganda like novels, plays, popular magazine stories, and other 

artifacts of popular culture also indelibly fostered the conditions in which the film could 

be such an unprecedented success.  

Though much of the film is set during the years of Reconstruction, the first third 

of the movie depicts the build-up to the war and the second third features several scenes 

of battlefield combat. Griffith’s battle scenes include dozens of extras, and he uses close-

ups, rapid editing, split screen, and wide angle shots in technically ambitious ways that 
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were groundbreaking. These technical merits are combined with a narrative involving a 

love story between Elsie Stoneman, a Northerner, and Ben Cameron, the pre-eminent 

Confederate soldier and gentleman. This story ends in marriage, a clear symbol of 

sectional reunification between whites in the postwar nation. Near the end of the film, 

one of the text panels expresses that the “former enemies of North and South are united 

again in common defense of their Aryan birthright.” Griffin was not teaching a 

groundbreaking lesson about white supremacy and military gallantry; these arguments 

were already widespread; he merely presented them in technically impressive and 

dramatically attractive ways.    

In 1910 William James wrote of the nation’s relationship to the Civil War and its 

importance to nationalism. In his McClure’s magazine article, he wrote that “those 

ancestors, those efforts, those memories and legends, are the ideal part of what we now 

own together, a sacred spiritual possession worth more than all the blood poured out” 

(qtd. in Pettigrew 69). This reverence for the war and its participants was cultivated in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the popular publication Battles and 

Leaders of the Civil War and in plays, novels, and monuments. Speeches on Memorial 

Day by prominent civic leaders sanctified the war dead and celebrated the veterans who 

still participated in parades that honored them. By the early twentieth century, 

contestation about the causes of the war and discussion of its ongoing consequences were 

steadily replaced by celebration of martial valor. Of course, hegemony does not achieve 

power in a vacuum. There were dissenting voices.  
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One speaker at a 1904 Memorial Day ceremony argued “there is nothing more 

disgusting, nothing more detestable, and nothing more in the history of the world so 

dangerous and destructive as the puerile thirst for military fame and the schoolboy love 

for ‘glory’ and a strenuous life” (qtd. in Pettigrew 53). However, far more common than 

challenging the romance of war was the noble sacrifice invoked by Oliver Wendell 

Holmes’ “soldiers’ faith” address and the reunification theme that President Wilson 

championed at the 1913 Battle of Gettysburg memorial ceremony. The celebrations 

obfuscated the cause of the war and failed to usher in an era of emancipation that Lincoln 

had promised and the equality that many Americans had hoped for. Although several 

amendments were to ensure equality of the races, for many Americans the war was better 

recollected as a contest of soldiers rather than a challenge to ideologies. Rather than taken 

as an opportunity to discuss and challenge widespread beliefs that had allowed slavery to 

thrive, collective memory focused on the battlefield and the romance of a fictional South. 

This popular version of the antebellum South thrived in a nation where white supremacy 

was regarded as the natural order of things.     

Along with Thomas Nelson Page’s and Thomas Dixon’s novels and many other 

popular narratives about the war and its aftermath, Griffith’s film celebrates military 

valor and argues for the inherent goodness of whites. Davidson identifies a mainstream 

belief that the film defended at the time of its release: “the inherent necessity and 

rightness of white rule” (225). Griffith’s portrayal of African-American characters is 

crude and simplistic: these characters are either loyal to their white former masters or 

they are mad with power and filled with violent lust. These depictions make the white 
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males of the film all the more worthy of the power that Griffith believes they deserve. 

White characters who argue for African-American rights are clearly depicted as 

villainous or foolish, and their heroic counterparts in the film are members of the 

militantly racist Ku Klux Klan dressed in their infamous white hoods. The argument for 

white supremacy is depicted nearly as often as celebration of military valor.  

In perhaps the most technically and logistically complex scene of the film, one of 

the main characters—Confederate Colonel Ben Cameron aka “the Little Colonel”—risks 

his life on the simulated battlefield of Petersburg to offer a wounded Union soldier a 

drink of water. Other Union soldiers—including Cameron’s prewar friend Phil 

Stoneman—see this and they cheer the bravery of Colonel Cameron. Moments later they 

will shoot him down. After they do, they claim his wounded body and fawn over him 

respectfully.  

 The film is clearly sympathetic to the Confederate cause, and the Union troops are 

often depicted as upsetting a way of life in the genteel South. Union troops, however, are 

depicted as respecting their Confederate opponents. Northern families are depicted as 

heartbroken for the loss of their young soldiers in battle. The audience is encouraged to 

feel sympathy for families of both Union and Confederate soldiers who are white. 

Furthermore, President Lincoln is represented as a “friend of the white South” and is 

shown pardoning the captured Ben Cameron. This reconciliation argument is bolstered 

with the depiction of the common enemy of all “good white people.” Griffith’s last third 

of the film depicts a postwar South being crushed beneath the weight of this common 

enemy: black power.   
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 All of this is presented as if it were historical fact. Many of the title cards use text 

to identify historically factual locations: Appomattox Courthouse for the surrender of 

Robert E. Lee to Ulysses Grant; Ford’s theater for the assassination of President Lincoln 

and so on. Many of the cards also give the impression that Griffith’s version of the past is 

definitive. For instance, one card near the middle of the film reads, “This is an historical 

presentation of the Civil War and Reconstruction Periods” and is followed with cards 

featuring quotations from a book by Griffith’s good friend Woodrow Wilson, titled The 

History of the American People. These quotes have the authority of the president and the 

presentation of the innovative filmmaker. Wilson’s quotes reprinted on the film’s title 

cards support the notion that—after years of Northern abuse during Reconstruction—

Southern whites endured injustice, according to one of the film’s title cards “until at last 

there had sprung into existence a great Ku Klux Klan, a veritable empire of the South, to 

protect the Southern country.” Of course, no one can say how many people who viewed 

the film believed its version of the past. However, Griffith’s past may have been difficult 

to challenge for audience members when Wilson—a respected professor, lawyer, 

historian, and president of the United States—endorsed the film by hosting a  viewing of 

it at the White House (Davidson 231). The thesis of the film was not invented by Griffith, 

but his enthralling presentation of the past fueled the unification amongst whites through 

white supremacy and respect for military valor. This mythic depiction of the military has 

maintained a prominent place in collective memory; the Confederate military has been a 

particularly significant symbol of bravery, loyalty, and defense of mythical agrarian 

values.  
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 Griffith’s film—in part—offers a lament for the Confederacy’s defeat. The 

military defeat of the Confederacy exacerbated resentment many Southerners felt for the 

federal government before the war, and the Lincoln administration’s abolishment of 

slavery added to this bitter resentment during and after the war. Griffith, and other writers 

and filmmakers, used this military defeat and profound social change to perpetuate a cult 

of the lost cause. The long enduring myth of the lost cause has much of its basis in the 

former Confederacy’s response to military defeat and resistance to making former slaves 

equal under the eyes of the law. Part of the response was recollection of an idyllic past. 

Twenty-four years after the release of The Birth of the nation, Gone with the Wind 

became popular—in part—by romanticizing slavery and perpetuating the inherent 

goodness of the antebellum South. This sentiment is evinced by the text appearing on 

screen at the start of Gone With the Wind: 

 There was a land of Cavaliers and Cotton Fields called the Old South . . . 
 Here in this pretty world 
 Gallantry took its last bow . . . 
 Here was the last ever to be seen  
 Of Knights and their Ladies fair, 
 of Master and of Slave . . .  
 Look for it only in books, for it 

is no more than a dream remembered,  
a Civilization gone with the wind . . .   

This seems to be a lament for the Confederate’s defeat. The popularity of this film and 

the sociological propaganda it relied upon and contributed to indicate that some aspects 

of this belief were accepted by many members of the North as well as the South.  

This lamentation for the defeat of the Confederacy coincides with depiction of the 

slaveholding Confederacy as a superior culture to the industrialized North. Gallagher 
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sums up the tenacious myth of the lost cause in which former Confederates “justified 

secession on constitutional grounds, highlighted their undeniable wartime sacrifice, and 

insisted that defeat in the face of impossible odds entailed no loss of honor. Refined and 

repeated endlessly during post-Appomattox decades, Lost Cause arguments reached a 

wide audience” through memoirs, commemorative events, artwork, and public 

monuments (Causes 17). Confederate military prowess seems all the more respectable in 

popular memory due to a belief that Union victory was the result of sheer manpower and 

access to more advanced war materiel. Confederate effort in fighting and their perceived 

tragic defeat in the face of overwhelming odds made the war appear to be full of gallantry 

and inspiration as the enduring myth of Pickett’s Charge attests.  

Gallagher argues that Robert E. Lee is the quintessential lost cause hero whose 

myth encourages all citizens to leave slavery and other complex political and social 

issues aside while focusing on military leadership and bravado. Due to the tenacity of the 

lost cause Myth in sociological propaganda, Lee is far more popular than General 

Meade—Lee’s victorious Union nemesis at Gettysburg—and more iconic than Ulysses 

Grant who was the war’s victorious Union general and later, president of the United 

States (Causes 18). Yet Lee lingers as a symbol greater than does Meade or Grant due, in 

part, to the efforts of films like Gone with the Wind and The Birth of a Nation. Griffith’s 

film paints a portrait of the Confederacy as the bastion of gentility, chivalry, and courage 

that Robert E. Lee has come to symbolize. Even though the Confederacy lost the war, the 

popular myth argues that the way of life in the South and commitment to the Confederate 

cause was superior to the Union’s commitment to its own.   
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The overriding theme of the myth seems to be that the Confederacy had the 

nation’s best interest at heart and possessed the superior soldiers. Manpower and 

industrial capacity of the North, however, was insurmountable. Jubal Early—a former 

Confederate General—said at Robert E. Lee’s funeral in 1872 that the Confederate Army 

had been “gradually worn down by the combined agencies of numbers, steam-power, 

railroads, mechanisms, and all the resources of physical science” but “when asked for our 

vindication we can triumphantly point to the graves of Lee and Jackson and look the 

world square in the face” as these two leaders were “illustrious men, and congenial 

Christian heroes” (qtd. in Gallagher, “Shaping” 44). The recollection of brave and able 

Confederate soldiers was recalled in both the North and the South as the popular memory 

of “Pickett’s” Charge and defense of Little Round Top have shown. The early proponents 

of the lost cause “helped create an interpretive framework within which military elements 

of the Confederate war would receive far more attention than any nonmilitary dimension” 

(Gallagher, “Shaping” 45).  

The passage of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth amendments exacerbated the prewar 

divide between former Confederate states and the North. These amendments also clearly 

drew attention to factors beyond the Battlefield—for a time. Granting federal citizenship 

to African-Americans as the Fourteenth amendment did usurped individual states’ ability 

to define citizenship on their own. For many former Confederates, this was a sign of the 

Federal Government’s despotic postwar punishment which seemed to justify the reasons 

for secession and reinvigorated Confederate nationalism. Drew Gilpin Faust argues that 

“late nineteenth-century propagandists of the New South Creed and adherents of the 
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Myth of the lost cause could agree that the South had failed through sins of omission 

rather than commission, through inadvertence rather than active wrongdoing, through 

failure to industrialize during the antebellum period rather than as a result of adherence to 

flawed military, political, or social principles” (The Creation 2). According to this view, 

the ideology necessitating secession had not been defeated. Thus, any imposition of 

federal law in the South was met with the resistance of an ongoing nemesis.  

The Fifteenth amendment granting the right to vote to African-Americans was 

also an affront to the Southern status quo. Due to an enduring belief in states’ rights, the 

Washington-based Republican plan for Reconstruction was quickly repudiated as 

Democrats regained control of Congress in 1874. What had been a Republican majority 

after the war of 198-88 in the house now turned to a Democratic majority of 169-109 

while Democrats also won nineteen of twenty-five governors’ races and overturned the 

postwar political gains that favored civil rights, voting rights, and radical reconstruction 

that Griffith’s film had lambasted (Blight, Race 130). Under federal law, African-

Americans had equal protections and were ensured the right to vote but, throughout the 

South, these rights were systematically denied and seemed, for many people, justifiably 

denied based on the myth of white supremacy represented by The Birth of a Nation.  

The success of the plantation novels of Thomas Nelson Page, the popularity of 

Dixon’s racist novels, the embrace of romantic fantasy about the Old South in Gone with 

the Wind, and the success of Griffith’s film throughout the nation indicate a widespread 

acceptance of white supremacy that could not be overcome by law even decades after the 

end of the war. The hegemony of white supremacy could not be eradicated by an act of 
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Congress. This white supremacy was defended with brute force by many. However, the 

vast majority of Northern and Southern United States’ citizens seemed to accept the 

cultural hegemony of white supremacy without necessarily taking part in lynching, the 

various activities of the KKK, or active participation with other similar overtly racist 

organizations. The pre-existing racism that was justified through overt and sociological 

propaganda throughout the country, the desire to unify the nation, and the need to honor 

the fallen soldiers combined to shape perceptions that would influence collective memory 

of the Civil War for a very long time.  

Griffith’s film—particularly the last third—argues against black citizenship and 

enfranchisement as furnished by federal law. The black characters—typically white 

actors in blackface—are represented in ways that confirmed white suspicions. The scenes 

depicting blacks in positions of political and military power include depictions of 

napping, drunk, shoeless, and lusting black males in the state capitol. These scenes were 

presented as arguments for keeping political power out of these new citizens’ hands. 

Black politicians are shown passing a law allowing interracial marriage while 

suggestively staring at white women. The Ku Klux Klan is depicted as the heroic savior 

of white supremacy and defender of racial segregation. The Klan’s existence is justified 

by depicting African-Americans and their radical Republican white allies as the clear 

villains.  

The accepted depictions of former slaves that Griffith presented are no longer 

tolerable, nor were they completely accepted at the film’s release without complaint 

(Blight, Race 395). Depicting African-Americans in grossly undignified ways is no 
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longer acceptable in popular film and though he seems to honor military commitment and 

sacrifice, his film ostensibly makes an antiwar statement. On the one hand, he belittles 

and dehumanizes African-Americans in ways that justifies violence; on the other hand, he 

celebrates peace. One early title card in the film reads: “If in this work we have conveyed 

to the mind the ravages of war to the end that war may be held in abhorrence, this effort 

will not have been in vain.” Griffith represents war as having a deep impact on the 

families of those soldiers who are killed or wounded. The lingering effects of bondage for 

African-Americans and ensuing violence perpetrated against them throughout the nation, 

however, are not included.  

He depicts the white soldiers in his film—both Union and Confederate—as 

sympathetic and noble characters. The action he depicts, the perspectives he asks his 

audience to adopt, and the characters he encourages them to respect are meant to 

entertain the audience as well as argue for a particular view of the past. He also combines 

what is historically verifiable with a narrative meant to celebrate national unity in respect 

for soldiers and to perpetuate racial intolerance. This does not seem to be an attempt to 

simply tell an entertaining story; instead, it is an argument about how the past should be 

interpreted. Arguments for nationalism and who should be excluded from the national 

community are combined with what appears to be a historically accurate recounting of 

the past in the film.  Griffith presents his film as a representation of the past when he is 

merely using the occasion to make an argument about the present. Though the racist 

depictions within the film are no longer acceptable in popular mass media, other 

traditions present within the film continue. The celebration of soldiers, the evasion of the 
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nation’s racial history, and selective memory of the Civil War continue in films of 

historical fiction like Gettysburg.  

 

The Killer Angels on Screen 

Gettysburg has much in common with The Birth of a Nation. Though the film was 

made for television, Turner had it re-edited for theatrical presentation (Gallagher, Review 

1398; Beidler 493). Released in October 1993 to eighty theaters in approximately twenty 

major markets, Gettysburg has maintained a prominent place in mass media that cannot 

be measured solely by the impact of this theatrical release (Frook 1). The film later 

premiered on television, was made available on videotape, DVD, has a companion book 

sold separately, has been a staple on cable television since its release, and is used in 

classrooms throughout the nation. Gettysburg has thus far been the most expensive and 

detailed treatment of the Battle on film and features major Hollywood stars. Martin Sheen 

stars as Confederate Commander Robert E. Lee. Other Confederate officers are played by 

Tom Berenger as James Longstreet, Richard Jordan in the role of Lewis Armistead, and 

Stephen Lang as George Pickett. Sam Elliot portrays Union General John Buford, Jeff 

Daniels fills the role of Colonel Chamberlain, and C. Thomas Howell plays Colonel 

Chamberlain’s brother. Including such Hollywood luminaries casts the film as more than 

another made for TV movie. Instead, it has the air of a major Hollywood film.  

Billionaire Ted Turner invested millions of his own finances in the film, and he 

makes a cameo as a Confederate officer. He also used his newly purchased film 

distribution company—New Line—to release the film. His excitement for the project 
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may also be a gauge of what it was intended to accomplish. Speaking the night before its 

premier at Washington’s national Theater, Turner said of the film, “I’m so proud, so 

proud. This is one conservatives and liberals alike can agree on, I think” (Arnold 2). He 

also shrugged off any concerns about financial return: “Well it cost about 20 million 

which would have been about 60 million as a major studio project. Who cares? It was a 

gallant gesture to go forward with this kind of thing. Ron Maxwell believed in it. He 

convinced me to believe in it” (Arnold 3). Though the film was not a commercial success 

theatrically, critical consensus is quite positive, and Turner carries on what Shaara’s 

intent seems to have been: to bring a particular version of national history to a wide 

audience and encourage them to respect that history. Turner says, “It’s historically 

accurate. It’s about courage and dignity and kindness and the tragedy of war” (Arnold 3).   

At 250 minutes, the film’s poor theatrical reception is not surprising. More than 

one critic praised the film but conceded its length was prohibitive to theatrical popularity 

(Persall; Carr; Holden). Most reviewers praise it for its “wonderful—if overlong—battle 

sequences” and “a fine performance by Jeff Daniels” (Pearsall 6). Critical consensus is 

summed up by The Boston Globe’s Jay Carr as he writes that Gettysburg is “the film 

against which all subsequent films about the Civil War’s decisive battle will now be 

measured” and “complete, comprehensive and stirring, this is the first large-scale film 

treatment of a collision so central to our history, and it’s gratifying to see it done so well” 

(53). In the film credits, Shaara’s The Killer Angels is acknowledged as the source 

material. Gallagher argues that the film uses Shaara as if his work is the definitive version 

of the Battle. In that version of history, people who may otherwise have little in common 
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can find something within the past to make them proud to be citizens of a nation with 

such a past. The dominant themes in the novel and the film “give an array of viewers 

something to their taste” (Gallagher, Causes 56). History appeases and ennobles here.  

As in Shaara’s novel, Maxwell’s version of history is focused on the Union and 

Confederate officers at the Battle. Nearly everyone and everything else in the historical 

record is excised. Much of the dialogue is transplanted directly from the novel as are the 

character traits of the men depicted. This film brings Shaara’s version of history to many 

of the people who have read the novel but also to a whole new audience while it reiterates 

a mythic but popular version of the Battle. As director and screenwriter, Maxwell brings 

his own interpretation to the novel that inspires the film, but he remains quite faithful to 

the original text. The Shaara novel and Maxwell film both continue to exert their 

influence as they reaffirm the nation’s noble military past while distracting from the 

belief in white supremacy that haunts the United States’ past.   

The film continues to exert its influence by being a staple on television and 

serves—like the novel on which it is based—as the most detailed version of the Battle of 

Gettysburg that many people will ever encounter. The year after theatrical release, the 

film was broadcast on The Turner Network (TNT) to forty million homes that, up to that 

point, was the largest audience ever for a cable television drama (Desjardin 180). Though 

impossible to say that there is a direct correlation, it is reasonable to assume that the film 

has increased visits to the actual battlefield site in Pennsylvania. The year after the 

theatrical release of the film, visits to the Battle site increased by 263,078—nineteen 

percent—from the year before (Weeks 176). Furthermore, like Griffith, the filmmaker 



 

 

  100 
 
 

 
 

 

has aspirations beyond entertaining his audience. In his “Letter to the Gettysburg 

Audience,” Maxwell hopes that “in some measure our ancestors who met at Gettysburg a 

hundred and thirty years ago will re-enter the consciousness of a nation through our film” 

(ronmaxwell.com). Rather than prioritizing the telling of an entertaining story that 

consciously reveals its fictional nature, Shaara, Maxwell, and Turner see their duty as 

something different.  

Like Griffith, Maxwell is perpetuating and encouraging a past that makes 

nationalism valuable and justified. Like print literacy, widely available movies about the 

past are powerful tools of sociological propaganda. Much of this sociological propaganda 

about the Battle of Gettysburg reiterates a theme of unification and common respect for 

soldiers of both sides. In order to emphasize the respect for the losing side, the 

Confederate soldiers are often depicted as more noble and heroic than their Union 

counterparts. This trope is repeated in many popular treatments of the Civil War. 

Maxwell’s film continues the tradition of defending the myth of the lost cause.     

Defending the lost cause and the requisite respect for Confederate soldiers while 

also telling the story of Union victory at the Battle is made easier by a long tradition of 

exoneration and glorification of the Confederate military. However, the Union military is 

also shown great respect. Maxwell, like Shaara and others before, celebrates the sacrifice 

and duty on each side of the conflict. William Blair argues in “The Brothers’ War: 

Gettysburg the Movie and American Memory” that the film presents the entire conflict as 

a fight between brothers who were “siblings caught in a tragic family quarrel that, once 
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resolved, could be smoothed over with a handshake” (246). This continues a tradition that 

fuels reunification and justifies nationalism based on selective memory.  

The film’s television advertisements include the tag line: “Fate made them 

soldiers. War made them brothers. Courage made them heroes.” As this text appears, 

scenes from the film show Confederate and Union soldiers engaged in the film’s version 

of the Battle. Rather than engaging with the social consequences of the war, sociological 

propaganda like this depicts a brotherly contest of heroes that can be resolved amicably 

after the fighting is done. Blair argues that the emphasis in the film and in popular mass 

media about the war in general “minimizes the problems of reunification by playing 

down the sources of friction, especially racial strife, hatred of each other, or serious 

differences of any kind between the two sections” (Blair, “The Brothers” 246). Rather, 

like brothers, the opposing sides can shake hands and reaffirm their essential similarities; 

they can move beyond their conflict knowing that each brother defended his own sense of 

honor and duty. A crucial point that Blair makes—germane to my entire study—is that 

“Gettysburg says less about the filmmaker’s limitations than about the way in which 

significant portions of Americans choose to remember the war as the forge of a particular 

kind of nationhood, minus complications between the races or dissent among white 

people” (247). Imagining the national community takes precedence over the details of 

history that may challenge the basis for such a community. 

As in the novel, the Union army is portrayed as fighting to set other men free. 

This position is once again most articulately expressed by Jeff Daniels’ Chamberlain in 

which he repeats the speech from the novel about the unique qualities of the Union army. 
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As in the novel, defense of slavery is pushed to the periphery of the Confederate cause. 

Captured Confederate soldiers argue that they are fighting to defend their rights and 

nothing more. Surely a variety of reasons compelled Confederate soldiers to fight. 

Fighting for rights is a possible motivation. But to allow this to be the counterweight to 

Chamberlain’s eloquence surely encourages a particular view of the Confederate cause. 

This cause neglects the defense of slavery and the racially charged ideology that justifies 

it. Shaara nearly excised the topic of slavery or race from the Battle. The film does the 

same to an even greater extent. When slavery is mentioned in the film, it is done so in 

simplistic ways. Many audience members may be uncomfortable if a character were to 

make an impassioned and eloquent speech about the right to own slaves that was 

equivalent to Chamberlain’s impassioned defense of the supposed Union cause.  

 Also missing from the film is any argument for why these men would murder one 

another with such brutality and efficiency. The film nearly argues that there was no 

animosity between the opposing armies. Certainly there are historical examples of mutual 

respect being shown between adversaries in the war. However, this is nearly all that is 

shown in the film. For these men to shoot at, maim, and kill each other in the thousands 

over this three-day battle and for years before and after, surely there must have been 

some emotional animosity. This is not shown in the film. What is shown is a sanitized 

and melodramatic version of war and of this battle in particular, but the film posits that 

this version of the Battle is the true version; it is based on a well-respected novel and 

great care was taken in appearing historically accurate.  
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Faithful Adherence to the Fictional Past 

The attempt at verisimilitude and the illusion of historical accuracy begins with 

the opening credits. The opening frame is a still photo of the actors who portray the 

Union soldiers at Gettysburg. They are posed in their characters’ uniforms with a front 

row of officers sitting and others standing in a row behind them. Though the film will 

later be shot and shown in color, the photo is black and white and heavily shadowed in 

the style of a Civil War era photograph. Rousing dramatic music plays as the photo 

dissolves into the next still photo, shot in the same style with the actors who portray the 

Confederate officers posed in similar fashion. Martin Sheen sits as Robert E. Lee with the 

other actors surrounding him in their Confederate officer uniforms and the Confederate 

battle flag posed prominently in the background. This picture fades and the screen is 

black for a moment. Next, a photograph appears on the left side of the screen. It is a Civil 

War-era photo of Confederate General James Longstreet. This lingers for a moment then 

dissolves into a similarly styled picture of the actor Tom Berenger. Next to this photo of 

Berenger is the text “Tom Berenger as James Longstreet.” The photo of Longstreet is 

replaced by the photo of the actor portraying him. This technique is used repeatedly 

during the opening credits and reveals Maxwell’s desire for immersing the audience in an 

accurate version of the past.  

However, the characters rendered in Shaara’s novel will be the versions used in 

the film. Using photos of the actual figures from history implies that original research 

would have been conducted for the film. Instead, the novelist’s account becomes 

definitive. Furthermore, the actors will bring their own interpretation to their roles; the 
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director will capture his own version on film; the novelist created a particular version 

based on his choice of sources. The simulacra gets the audience farther from the 

complexities of who the characters may have been and diffuses any sense of wonder 

about this version of the men. Instead, the viewer is presented with an actor’s 

interpretation, under a screenwriter’s script, a film director’s guidance, based on 

characters from a novel that relied upon suspect historical materials. Yet Maxwell tries to 

present this story as not just a film about the Battle of Gettysburg. Instead, it is to be a 

faithful historical representation of the past.  

This strategy in the credits continues as photos of Lee, Chamberlain, and others 

dissolve into the actors’ portraits. This is more than an opening sequence to a film; it is an 

invitation into the past. After the major actors are introduced—Berenger, Sheen, 

Daniels—the camera zooms in on a portion of Paul Philippoteaux’s 1883 “Cyclorama of 

the Battle of Gettysburg.” The artist based the massive cyclorama (thirty feet high and 

three hundred sixty feet around) on popular writing of the time. Thus the popular version 

of Pickett’s charge is here depicted. As Reardon has indicated, the version of the charge 

was still being contested at the time of the Cyclorama’s production and exhibition, yet 

Philippoteaux’s version of the Battle toured the country and was extremely popular. The 

artist’s visual rendition of the Battle helped abate controversy even as veterans and others 

contested popular memory of the Battle. Philippoteaux’s and other popular versions of 

the charge have had immeasurable influence on which version of the Battle would thrive 

in popular memory as they reify a particular version of the past. This cyclorama is still 

exerting its influence as it continues to be displayed at the Gettysburg national Military 
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Park Museum and Visitors Center. A portion of it also makes up the front and back cover 

of paperback editions of the The Killer Angels. It is also playing its part in Maxwell’s 

Gettysburg because, by including this photo of the cyclorama in the film and positioning 

the actors alongside the characters they will portray, Maxwell blurs the lines between 

history and fiction, art and fact. Because the painting was created shortly after the Battle, 

it garners a certain level of credibility, though its version of history is merely one of 

endless possible versions of the past. The use of era photographs also asserts authenticity. 

This is quite evident in the way that the character Buster Kilrain is introduced in the 

film’s credits. The choices made by the filmmaker in this respect are rhetorically 

sophisticated but compromise his desired fidelity to authenticity.  

Buster Kilrain is a fictional character created by Shaara. Instead of a real 

character, Kilrain is an amalgam of romantic Union sentiments for fighting the war. He is 

an Irish immigrant with a heavy accent who is a constant companion to Chamberlain 

throughout the novel and film. He is a spokesman for liberty, equality, and a society free 

of class hierarchy. Defending these principles is his motivation for fighting and—like 

much of the rest of the film—his character is faithful to the book. In the film’s opening 

credits, this character is presented in the same manner as Longstreet/Berenger, 

Lee/Sheen, and Chamberlain/Daniels. But because Kilrain is not an actual historical 

figure, his introduction features a picture of an unidentified Union soldier. Rather than 

including text that identifies that actor Kevin Conway as portraying the fictional character 

Buster Kilrain, the Union soldier merely dissolves into Conway’s picture and the actor’s 

name appears.   
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Though Maxwell doesn’t try to overtly convince the audience that Kilrain is an 

actual historical figure, he presents Conway as a stand in for a historically authentic 

Union soldier. The audience is encouraged to believe that Kilrain actually existed. He is 

introduced in a similar way to Daniels, Sheen, and other actors who portray historical 

figures. When Confederate General John Bell Hood and Union General George Meade 

are introduced, photos of these actual people are used to dissolve into the actors’ 

portraits. Thus, Maxwell is presenting us with Kilrain as if Kilrain were as factual as 

these other characters. Furthermore, the character voices the implied belief of this 

anonymous soldier in the photograph. An audience cannot be blamed for believing that 

Kilrain was actually at the Battle. Nor can they be faulted for believing that the argument 

Kilrain makes in the film replicates the one espoused by the soldier in the nineteenth-

century photograph. This type of manipulation of the past has the veneer of authenticity 

which is a powerful attribute of sociological propaganda that has the past as its subject.  

The fictions that idealize the past are combined with an intense devotion to 

making this version of the past seem authentic. To question this version of the past—to 

critique this sociological propaganda—is to run the risk of exile from the national 

community. These types of representations of the past are what Ellul calls the means that 

“will prepare the ground for the main propaganda to follow” (80). Exploring audience 

cultivation is the subject of this dissertation. More particularly, the subject is the 

cultivation of attitudes amenable to propaganda for war. The mythic United States’ past 

that prepares the ground for overt propaganda for war is demonstrated in the arguments 
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made throughout the film, and Kilrain articulates a particular type of populism that 

generates a volunteer military. 

He espouses a sentimental argument for union but from a different point of view 

from Chamberlain. Chamberlain argues that the Union is fighting to set other men free. In 

both the film and the novel, Kilrain argues that he is fighting for what matters to him and 

“What matters is justice. ‘Tis why I’m here. I’ll be treated as I deserve, not as my father 

deserved. I’m Kilrain, and I God damn all gentlemen. I don’t know who me father was 

and I don’t give a damn” (Shaara 178). In the film the camera focuses on his face while 

the soft sound of stringed instruments infuses this speech with sentimentality and pride. A 

similar argument is made by a Union soldier who is the spokesman for the deserters of a 

Maine regiment. After their own regiment is disbanded, they are ordered to join 

Chamberlain’s against their wishes. In the novel and the film, this character—Bucklin—

argues to Colonel Chamberlain why he and his 120 other comrades are refusing to fight 

any longer: “I’m tired. We are good men and we had our own good flag and these 

damned idiots use us like we was cows or dogs or worse. We ain’t gonna win this war. 

We can’t win no how because of these lame-brained bastards from West Point, these 

goddamned gentleman, these officers” (Maxwell). This argument for fighting is very 

personal, and unlike Chamberlain’s which is abstract, idealistic, and collective.  

Throughout Kilrain and Bucklin’s speeches in the film, the camera focuses on 

them and then cuts to Chamberlain as he absorbs what they say and agrees with them 

even though his reasons for fighting are different. These three characters seem able to 

agree on fairly clear reasons for fighting and have enough in common to unite them in 
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their cause. This perpetuates an argument that is nearly impossible to refute without fear 

of reprisal: the nation and its history are noble and full of heroes who exemplify all the 

best qualities of the imagined community. These characters also offer audience members 

justification for fighting the war from a Union perspective. By focusing on Chamberlain 

as he listens, the audience hears the argument and is asked not to disagree but to accept 

these populist and idealistic convictions for war. The audience is provided a surrogate 

through Chamberlain and is provided a pleasant motivation for the war regardless of how 

many individuals believed those justifications. In Maxwell and Shaara’s hands, these 

justifications alone are the reasons for Union soldiers to fight. What is missing is an 

equally impassioned and reasonable argument for the Confederates to fight. The 

justification for secession is divorced from any complexity that may complicate the 

mythic and sanitized past.  

The selective history lesson in the film continues with the prologue after the 

opening credits. A map that indicates the Maryland, Pennsylvania, Virginia, and 

Delaware border region appears, and a voiceover tells the audience that Lee has invaded 

the North to destroy the Union Army. He plans to present Abraham Lincoln with a letter 

negotiating peace. Martial drums beat while dark blue lines indicate Union troop 

movements and light blue indicate Confederate troop movements. This history lesson 

gives viewers the background information that Maxwell believes is necessary to put the 

coming battle into the context of the wider war. This background context neglects any 

clear mention of what the Confederate army was killing and dying for.     
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Throughout the novel and film, Lee seems resigned that whatever happens is in 

God’s hands. Perhaps Lee believed this, but as one of the main characters in the story, his 

justification for fighting carries a certain weight. The Confederate cause is vague. The 

purpose is God’s. This allows the audience to project causes to the Confederates. Shaara 

and Maxwell seem to argue that Confederates fought for honor and duty alone; the 

ideology they defended mattered not at all. Slavery is mentioned in passing in the novel 

and even less in the film. The novel and film fit into a tradition that argues slavery and 

white supremacy had little to do with the war. When slavery is mentioned in the film, 

Confederate officers do their best to obfuscate. Slavery as an issue, though not prominent, 

is discussed even more fully in the novel than in the film.  

Chamberlain, in the novel, encourages his regiment’s new additions to fight 

alongside him rather than desert. He says of the motivations for joining the Union army 

that, “Many of us came . . . because it was the right thing to do. All of us have seen men 

die” (30). These same words are used in the film. However what he says next in the book 

is cut from the film: “Most of us never saw a black man back home. We think on that, 

too. But freedom . . . is not just a word” (30). In both novel and film, he then delves into 

his speech about how the Union army is unique in the history of the world. Shaara’s brief 

mention of race is removed from the script for the film in this scene. Here, the slightest 

reminder of race as a critical aspect of the conflict seems to be a distraction for 

Maxwell’s version of the past. The sociological propaganda that consistently reaffirms 

the mythical and glorious past of the United States is not plagued with the legacy of 

troubling ideology and justifications for war. Marita Sturken posits that much of popular 
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history in the United States recalls the past in ways that encourage “innocence and 

detachment” but also in ways that make audiences believe that they “have been 

authentically close to an event” (12). Clearly Maxwell—like Griffith and others—wanted 

to create an authentic experience of the past that would perpetuate the burnished image of 

the United States and its military history. In this way, fiction and verifiable historical fact 

are combined into a potent mix for sociological propaganda.  

Later in the film, after the first day of the Battle, a scene in which Tom 

Chamberlain meets with three captured Confederate soldiers is added. In the novel Tom 

conveys this story to his brother, Colonel Chamberlain, but in the film, Maxwell shows 

us the scene first-hand. In the novel Tom tells Lawrence that he and some other Union 

soldiers were making conversation with the captured men and “They kept on insistin’ 

they wasn’t fightin’ for no slaves, they were fighting for their ‘rats’” (170). In the film a 

Confederate soldier does say this same thing but also asks Tom Chamberlain why he is 

fighting. He answers, “To free the slaves of course. Preserve the Union.” This is added to 

the film to make clear, once again, the nobility of the Union cause. That many people 

believed emancipation was the primary goal of the Union is factual, but here Maxwell 

puts this ideal as the primary reason to fight. For many soldiers the cause was to preserve 

the Union, to follow orders as professional soldiers, to adhere to conscription laws, and a 

variety of other motivations. But in the film and novel, only reasons that reaffirm the 

pleasing collective memory are highlighted.   

Furthermore, this scene in the film also has the Confederate soldier say, “I don’t 

know about some other folk but I ain’t fightin for no darkies one way or the other.” The 
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Union cause is humane as they are emancipators. The Confederate cause, on the other 

hand, has nothing do with race and slavery. Their cause is abstract enough and 

traditionally American enough to present the audience with a fairly simple and 

understandable justification for fighting. The Confederates fight for their rights. These 

causes are unsullied by racist beliefs. On both sides, the justification is absent of the more 

complex and less idealistic reasons that many soldiers may have held. 

After this first day of battle, Maxwell depicts the camp of Corps commander 

General Longstreet. Longstreet is set to meet with Pickett’s division, which is made up of 

three brigades, all Virginians. The film develops character here by taking the officers off 

the Battlefield, thus allowing the audience an opportunity to see that these are more than 

violent automatons. Shaara does the same throughout the novel, but Maxwell excludes 

the interior monologues or flashbacks that might facilitate similar character development. 

The film, in fact, is even more focused on battlefield planning and execution than the 

novel. However, this scene from the film at Longstreet’s camp is an example of the 

attention off the Battlefield where the politics of the war are discussed. The audience sees 

the Confederate officers joking with each other, drinking, smoking cigars, and discussing 

family, friends, and their mutual pasts. Both filmmaker and novelist also use this scene to 

give Confederate officers space to justify secession. When the four generals arrive—

Major General George Pickett, Brigadier General James Kemper, Brigadier General 

Richard Garnett, and Brigadier General Lothario Armistead—General Longstreet sits 

with his consistent companion Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Fremantle of the British 

Military who is accompanying the Confederate Army as an observer. Fremantle’s 
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presence allows the men to argue for their reasons for secession, and, more importantly, 

this offers the filmmaker and novelist a chance to express a particular Confederate 

justification to the audience. Once again, the reasons for Confederate secession are 

abstract on most points and absolutely clear on one: slavery and race have absolutely 

nothing to do with Confederate ideology. 

General Longstreet introduces the four generals to Fremantle.  This serves as an 

opportunity to plead for British military intervention on behalf of the Confederacy.  In the 

novel the conversation between these generals and Fremantle is told second-hand to 

Longstreet. But in the film, as in the example of Tom Chamberlain with the three 

Confederate prisoners, the audience witnesses the conversation. Pickett, Kemper and 

Fremantle play cards as Armistead and Longstreet go off screen. Kemper argues to 

Fremantle that the government derives its power from the consent of the people “every 

government, everywhere. Let me make this very plain to you sir: We do not consent and 

we will never consent.” He throws his cards down, stands, and says “what we are fighting 

for here is freedom from what we consider to be the rule of a foreign power” and “its all 

for the Yankees. Those damn money grubbing fools. They don’t get the message. Always 

with the darkies, nothing but the darkies” (Maxwell). According to this general, the war 

is not about slavery at all. 

Unlike Griffith’s argument to justify white supremacy, Maxwell removes this 

aspect from the Confederate cause. In 1993 the social changes would not permit 

depictions like the ones in The Birth of a nation. For Maxwell no argument is made to 

defend the institution of slavery. No discussion is included about the social change that 
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slavery’s eradication would bring forth. These complexities may upset the collective 

memory. Maxwell perpetuates the idea that the Confederate Army fights for State’s rights 

and nothing more concrete. As in the novel, this is a war whose enemies are both the 

“good guys” because they are both committed to freedom in ways uncomplicated by 

actual conditions.  

 

Erasing the Dark Past 

The complex and often disturbing justifications for the war are not acknowledged 

and are thus not contested. More nuanced and potentially more troubling justifications for 

secession are quite consistently avoided in sociological propaganda of the late twentieth 

century like this novel and film. Troubling sentiments include the following expressed by 

Confederate General Jubal Early in the preface to his postwar memoirs:   

Reason, common sense, true humanity to the black, as well as the safety of the 
white race, required that the inferior race should be kept in a state of 
subordination. The conditions of domestic slavery, as it existed in the South, had 
not only resulted in a great improvement in the moral and physical condition of 
the negro race, but had furnished a class of laborers as happy and contented as any 
in the world. (viii)  
 

Confederate Vice President Alexander Stephens left little room for ambiguity when he said 

his country’s cause was to defend their unwavering belief “that the negro is not created 

equal to the white man; that slavery . . . is his natural and normal condition” (qtd. in 

McPherson 244). Though audiences wouldn’t know it from Maxwell’s film, fear of black 

equality was nearly a psychological epidemic during the war.  

In contemplating the victory of abolitionists, Channing details a wartime rally 

where this fear was made manifest. South Carolina clergyman James Furman argues that 
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if the North has its way, “Abolition preachers will be at hand to consummate the marriage 

of your daughters to black husbands. Submit to have our wives and daughters choose 

between death and gratifying the hellish lust of the negro!! Better ten thousand deaths 

than submission to Black Republicanism” (287). Fear of black lust, abolition, and 

enforced equality was used to build solidarity between elite slaveholders and the vast 

majority of whites in the South who were not slaveholders. The hegemony of white 

supremacy allowed for national bonds to be cultivated. Creating a national bond across 

state borders in the Confederacy was challenging in a region fighting to defend individual 

state’s rights. Solidarity was difficult to establish without a unifying ideology. Pre-

existing prejudices were thus accessed to build such solidarity between minority elites 

and majority non-elites. Elite members of the society needed the millions of non 

slaveholding whites to defend slavery even though the tiny minority of slaveholders 

would continue reaping the profits of slave labor. As with any cultural hegemony, elites 

who most benefit from the status-quo distribution of power are dependent upon non-elites 

belief that such distributions of power are for the benefit of all. In the South hegemony 

was defended against cultural inferiority of the North, a commitment to a particular 

interpretation of the United States’ Constitution, and a deep belief in white supremacy.  

During the war an Alabama chaplain’s speech to a group of soldiers is indicative 

of a widespread belief in the South. He made the case that the poor whites held more at 

stake in defending slavery than did slaveholders. To an assembly of Alabama troops he 

argued that “I never owned a slave in my life and yet I contend that I have more interest 

in the institution of slavery than the man who owns five hundred. Abolish the institution 
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of slavery, and your children and my children must take the place of that institution . . . 

See your posterity in cruel bondage . . . and then tell me if this is not pre-eminently the 

poor man’s war” (qtd in Faust, The Creation 70-1). Defense of slavery was related to the 

larger belief in white supremacy that cut across class lines and justified what Blackmon 

calls the belief in “white men’s royal status” (41). In a letter written in 1862, a North 

Carolinian argues to that state’s governor that “we are opposed to negro equality. To 

prevent this we are willing to spare the last man, down to the point where women and 

children begin to suffer and die, rather than see them equalized with an inferior race we 

will die with them” (qtd. in LaFantasie 71). The widespread belief in white supremacy 

that Griffith understood and exploited to make his film so successful is not challenged in 

Maxwell’s film; instead, this aspect of the past goes unacknowledged. This washing of 

the past allows sociological propaganda to render a noble national history. Combining 

this evasion with celebration of the national military tradition makes for a potent 

collective memory that uses both Union and Confederate soldiers for support.  

When Union sentiments are presented in Gettysburg, the noble cause seems to be 

the cause all soldiers embrace. Kept out of both novel and film is the sentiment expressed 

in one Union soldier’s letter written after the Emancipation Proclamation had been issued 

in January 1863. He claims to have no interest in emancipation. He writes, “I use to think 

we were fighting for the union and the constitution but we are not. We are fighting to free 

those colored gentleman. If I had my way about things I would shoot every niggar I come 

across” (qtd. in Davis 100). The Maxwell past, based on the Shaara past, based on the 

popular past is washed of such complexity and discomfort. This history neglects the 
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intense racism that many white soldiers on both sides felt. The romantic past also 

neglects the importance of white supremacy that contributed to Confederate nationalism 

and neglects the myriad reasons why soldiers were participating at all. Instead, this 

popular and reassuring version of the past makes the soldiers into simplistic symbols that 

justify celebration of martial duty.  

When soldiers are repeatedly regarded as heroic and idealistic in the pantheon of 

national history, the prospects that other people will follow in their footsteps become a 

forgone conclusion. This social propaganda encourages an unthinking and uncritical 

response to participating and supporting military action that is unsullied by more complex 

causes and consequences. This conditioning encourages favorable responses when actual 

propaganda is used to sound the call to duty. As in all wars, the causes for which people 

fight are more complex than popular entertainment would have audiences believe. This is 

true of the Civil War, though Shaara and Maxwell would have audiences forget it. They 

would also have the audience see battlefield violence as a gore free clash of heroes.  

As in the novel, the film has an aversion to representing gory battlefield violence. 

The depiction of the first contact between several thousand Union and Confederates 

troops on the first day of the Battle is indicative of this. Troops under the command of 

Union General Buford engage Confederate troops led by General Heth. Maxwell offers 

many scenes of soldiers firing on each other and they fall to the ground or their bodies fly 

into the air. In this violence not a drip of blood is present. When General Reynolds is 

killed in the film, a member of his staff stoops to him on the ground and lifts the 

general’s head. He then looks at his own blood-smeared hand. This scene is exceptional 



 

 

  117 
 
 

 
 

 

as it is one of only a handful of scenes throughout the movie that show any gore at all. As 

Gallagher indicates in his review of the film it was originally made for television so 

including gore was prohibited (1400). This argument is not altogether convincing.  

A staple of television is the film Gone with the Wind that includes a quite gory 

depiction of a Confederate field hospital in its depiction of the Battle for Atlanta. 

Furthermore, popular programs of the 1990s like NYPD Blue, Unsolved Mysteries, and 

others often demonstrated that violence and viscera could be included in popular 

television. The television program M.A.S.H. also depicted the repercussions of war 

violence decades earlier. With Maxwell’s commitment to what he believed was historical 

accuracy, it seems reasonable that he would have included as much gore as he deemed 

realistic and appropriate for the medium. He does not. Audience members could also 

expect that a film exclusively about battle would include some disturbingly graphic and 

violent scenes particularly when the filmmaker has made such an effort at authenticity in 

other areas of the film: filming at the actual battle site, using re-enactors obsessed with 

authenticity, including names, dates, and other details that accord with the agreed-upon 

historical record. In this particular area, however, Maxwell presents a decisively 

unrealistic battle.   

To satisfy the audience’s desire for military heroics and venerate military duty, 

Maxwell makes each side worthy of adoration by showing their suffering but not 

graphically. To tell a version of the Battle of Gettysburg that will make both sides heroic, 

sacrifice on both sides is included but little blood is shown. Even as soldiers are treated 

for wounds or a dead soldier appears in the frame, uniforms remain clean and intact and 
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blood is rarely present. This keeps the reality of battlefield violence at bay. The sacrifice 

is celebrated by not showing the sacrifice of injury. Without some sacrifice heroism 

cannot be depicted. Though the audience sees a bit of the viscera throughout—as in the 

Buford death scene and later when Buster Kilrain is wounded in the arm—this small bit 

of blood does not convey the trauma and gore of battlefield violence. The sociological 

propaganda employs the rhetoric of evasion so that the collective memory is not 

disrupted by recollections of trauma.  

After the clash at Little Round Top, General Longstreet walks through a 

Confederate field hospital and the audience can briefly see a wagon full of severed limbs 

in the background. Bloodied soldiers are featured in the scene. The limbs do not belong 

to any characters in particular that the audience has been introduced to. The wounded 

soldiers are anonymous. Longstreet makes his way quickly through the casualties and 

meets with the wounded General Hood, who is pale and whose uniform is bloodied as he 

writhes in pain on a cot. Maxwell is showing the audience a bit of blood and representing 

a man in pain, but rather than filling the scene with the sound of screaming and crying 

soldiers in their death throes or as their smashed limbs are amputated, the film includes a 

slow, treacle-filled stringed instrumental background that adds a sense of melodrama. 

Maxwell briefly includes the disturbing cost of war here but mostly emphasizes the 

sacrifice of battle to ennoble the soldiers. The presence of gore shows that he had the 

option of including more and to present it in more horrific and emotionally complex ways 

but chose not to. This continues the avoidance of “the meat problem” that Beidler 
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identified. War, in the film’s version, is, for the most part, free of blood, missing 

appendages, and other gore.  

The lack of battlefield gore is evinced in one of the episodes crucial to the novel’s 

and film’s narrative. The filmed version of the clash at Little Round Top is directly from 

Shaara’s novel, and the sentimentality mixed with historical accuracy continues after the 

bayonet charge down the hill. After the fight, Colonel Chamberlain has the opportunity to 

talk with the wounded Kilrain, who expresses his great admiration for the Colonel. In this 

version of war, friends have the opportunity to say goodbye and have their dramatic 

moment of closure. Kilrain will die later in the film as in the novel but not without saying 

his final words to Chamberlain here. This Disneyfication of war continues. This is the 

version frozen in time for many audience members.  

This sentimentality is included in another important episode in the film. Though it 

does not appear in the novel, Maxwell includes a brief scene prior to the depiction of the 

charge known as Pickett’s. In the scene the Confederate soldiers prepare to charge the 

Union center. As the men prepare to line up and are concealed by a thick tree line before 

they emerge into the open and toward their enemy’s position, General Lee rides among 

them. According to historical record and, perhaps, common sense, the men are on orders 

to remain silent so that their position is concealed until they launch their attack. 

According to Foote when Lee approached, the men were “mindful of their instructions 

not to give away their presence, they refrained from cheering; but as the general drew 

abreast of each company, riding slowly, gravely past, the men rose and took off their hats 

in silent salute” (2: 535). In contrast to this historical—though perhaps apocryphal 
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account by Foote—Shaara and Maxwell include the same scene as Lee approaches the 

men before the assault. In Shaara’s version Lee approaches the soldiers and many of the 

men begin to shout but “[t]he aides quieted the cheering, which would draw Union fire. 

The men stood awe-stricken, hats in their hands, whispering kind words, words of hope, 

words of joy” (289). In Maxwell’s version a rousing greeting to Lee is a necessity. 

Instead of silent salute, the men in the film do remove their hats, place them on the ends 

of their swords or rifles, and cheer their enthusiasm loudly for their commanding officer. 

Music imbues the scene with sentimentality and excitement. The display of love for Lee 

at this moment in the film allows Maxwell to make the Confederate defeat all the more 

emotionally affecting in the film.     

Though clearly relying on the novel in most instances and adhering closely to the 

sentiment within it, Maxwell continues to depart from his source material as the depiction 

of the charge begins. Added to the film is this scene in which Longstreet encounters a 

Confederate spy who asks the general if he can borrow a weapon to join the fight. The 

spy here becomes an audience surrogate for Longstreet to explain his views. These views 

are expressed as an internal monologue in the novel. Longstreet has someone in the film 

to express his thoughts to, but the spy also works as representative of the Confederacy 

and as a representative for any loyal nationalist. He wants to do his part, though he is not 

a member of the regular army. Longstreet reprimands him for being a fool while Maxwell 

is reaffirming that the charge is doomed. His Longstreet says,  

Do you know what’s gonna happen? I’ll tell you what’s gonna happen. Troops are 
now forming behind the line of trees. When they come out they’ll be under enemy 
long range artillery fire. Solid shot, percussion, every gun they have. Troops’ll 
come under fire with more than a mile to walk. And still within the open field. 
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They’ll be in range of aimed muskets. They’ll be slowed by that fence out there 
and the formation—what’s left of it—will begin to come apart. When they cross 
that road they’ll be under short range artillery, canister fire, thousands of little bits 
of shrapnel rippin’ holes in the lines. They get to that wall without breakin’ up, 
there won’t be many left. Mathematical equation. 
 

This dialogue takes place as the camera quick cuts from Berenger’s Longstreet and 

zooms in on the spy’s face as he listens to the doom the General predicts. Longstreet is 

shown looking at the Union position as his emotions become more and more pensive, 

angry, and, finally, dejected. As Desjardin argues that “the more desperate and suicidal 

the image of the charge became, the greater was the idea that Southern soldiers exhibited 

bravery, heroism, and commitment to their cause, qualities that they presumably held in 

ways far superior to the Yankees” (124). By adding this scene, Maxwell is making sure 

that the audience knows the charge is doomed, but the soldiers will do their honorable 

duty to carry it out. Furthermore, regardless of the doom, there will be good men like the 

spy Harrison to do their martial and national duty. This charge, then, works as a symbol 

for the soldiers’ faith that Holmes called so adorable in his Memorial Day speech.   

As Armistead prepares to lead his brigade forward, Maxwell adds another scene 

not found in the book to bolster his argument about the nobility of soldiers. This scene is 

to reiterate the abstract Confederate cause and add more detail to the honor of fighting on 

the Southern side. Fremantle—the British military observer—arrives so that Armistead 

can tell the audience the history of his brigade. As the camera shots shift between 

Armistead, Fremantle, and the men being described, Armistead points out an artillery 

officer who was first in his class at West Point until Virginia seceded. He points out 

another soldier preparing to march and indicates that he is the grandson of former 
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President of the United States Tyler. He indicates another soldier who is the great 

grandson of Patrick Henry and then says “We are all sons of Virginia here” and  

every man here knows his duty. They would make this charge even without an 
officer to lead them. They know the gravity of the situation and the mettle of their 
foe. They know this day’s work will be desperate and deadly. They know for 
many of them, this will be their last charge. But not one of them needs to be told 
what is expected of him. They’re all willing to make the supreme sacrifice to 
achieve victory here. The crowning victory and the end of this war.  
 

The entire war is reduced to this one moment in the film. In this scene the filmmaker 

allows a surrogate to listen as the Confederate cause and the importance of the soldiers’ 

actions are reiterated. Throughout the scene as Armistead speaks with pride, the same 

mawkish soundtrack that has played at various points throughout the movie mixes with 

the sound of cannon fire. Whether the audience knows anything about the upcoming 

charge or not, they are getting a version of it that solidifies the collective memory of a 

noble yet doomed army and Maxwell wants that audience in the appropriate emotional 

state. Longstreet’s prediction becomes true, but as with other scenes of battle in the film, 

this one is free of gore even as the men come under withering fire on their march across 

the open field. This scene also adds to the myth that Gettysburg is the decisive battle of 

the war with this charge the decisive event.  

By not representing the complex and potentially disturbing motivations for the 

war, by not representing battlefield gore, by nearly reducing the war to this single battle, 

and by arguing for the nobility of the soldiers’ faith, the complexities of the past are 

streamlined to become an argument favoring nationalism based on an imagined past. The 

reduction of the war to a climax makes the myth fit cleanly into a manageable narrative 

that is so well suited to sociological propaganda. Maxwell depicts the soldiers walking 
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across the field toward their doom with a triumphant soundtrack playing before they 

come under fire. This imbues the simulacra with passion. Though full of emotion, the 

depiction of the charge is a fiction based upon a novel that is based on suspect sources.  

Representations of the war in sociological propaganda of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries influenced The Killer Angels which influenced Gettysburg 

which will influence expectations for any version to come. In these popular versions, the 

enemies are equals, both sides are noble, and all soldiers are heroic. As with Pickett’s 

Charge, popular versions of the entire Battle rely on popular misperceptions of the past. 

These misperceptions are often inspired by adding even more tragedy than is present in 

the actual past. 

The addition of tragedy is most commonly represented in the oft-repeated 

casualty reports for the Battle of Gettysburg. Desjardin writes that “millions of 

Americans believe that 50,000 men died at Gettysburg, a larger loss of life than the 

Vietnam War. In fact, approximately 10,000 men died at Gettysburg” and, in contrast, 

nearly 60,000 United States’ soldiers were killed in Vietnam (58). This misinformation 

has been perpetuated in many sources, including Ted Turner’s introduction to the 

television broadcast of Gettysburg. He states that “more men died at Gettysburg than in 

the entire Vietnam War” (Desjardin 58). In the DVD release of the film, interviews with 

the primary actors are included. In the interview with Martin Sheen, he says “Upwards of 

51,000 men died here in three days of fighting.” In the theatrical trailer for the film, the 

screen is black with white letters fading onto the screen: “Nearly 50,000 Americans were 

killed or wounded.” This is correct. Casualties indicate soldiers who cannot continue to 
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fight either through death, injury, capture, or because they are missing. However, this text 

fades from the screen and the next words appear: “More than died in all the years of 

Vietnam.” This is blatantly incorrect and quite misleading as approximately 58,000 

United States’ soldiers were killed throughout the Vietnam War and more than 150,000 

were wounded (Chamber 849).   

Desjardin cites another example from popular entertainment. In the Denzel 

Washington film Remember the Titans, his football coach character runs his team around 

the Gettysburg Battlefield in an attempt to build solidarity between his black and white 

players. He says to the team that “‘this is where they fought the Battle of Gettysburg. 

Fifty thousand men died right here on this field fighting the same fight we’re still fighting 

amongst ourselves today. . . You listen and take a lesson from the dead’” (qtd. in 

Desjardin 181). In popular memory the actual loss of life and limb at the Battle does not 

seem to be extreme enough for the tragic yet noble version of the national past. In 

popular history the stakes must be increased to make the Battle the definitive moment and 

to take on more epic proportions than it actually includes. Even in histories written by 

academics this exaggeration is perpetuated.  

In her Pulitzer Prize winning Team of Rivals: The Political Genius of Abraham 

Lincoln, presidential historian Doris Kearns Goodwin writes of the Battle of Gettysburg 

that it had cost “23,000 Union lives,” though she previously indicated that Lee’s forces 

had incurred casualties of “28,000, nearly a third of Lee’s army” (533). Her statistics are 

partially correct, but a reader can still wonder if this respected historian knows that 

definition of casualties when she says that 23,000 Union lives were the cost. Americans 
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cannot be blamed for believing these hyperbolic figures because they are reiterated in so 

many sources. However, the fact that so many believe these numbers may reveal a need 

to add tragedy to the national past. When the statistics are examined, many people may 

regard 10,000 soldiers killed as tragic but not quite epic. They have been led to believe 

that more than 50,000 were killed. This may detract from the impact of real losses that 

occurred over a long period of time. More than 600,000 people were killed in the war. 

These numbers added up in a grotesquely gradual way rather than in a few isolated 

episodes. This war did not feature a few orgies of death; it was a slow and protracted 

mass murder on an industrial scale combined with the creeping death of infection, illness, 

and grievous injury. In Maxwell’s film the carnage is presented in antiseptic and 

conventional ways that are meant to elicit pride in an epic myth just as Shaara had done 

before him. Though the novelist and filmmaker are culpable in the creation of 

sociological propaganda that supports military nationalism, they are also mere 

representatives of a culture steeped in such propaganda.      

Unlike The Birth of a Nation, Gettysburg is not groundbreaking artistically or 

technically. But like that film, it is based on a novel, reiterates preexisting audience 

beliefs, delivers history as if were a factual account of the past, and offers this history 

with the technological power of film. The version of battle presented by Shaara gave 

audiences what they wanted. Rather than doing original research and creating a wholly 

new narrative focused on different characters at different spots at the Battle and with 

different influences and motivations, Maxwell presents Shaara’s mythic battle that 

justifies more war and interprets the past in ways that make the military glow. To support 
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a nation worth killing and dying for, audiences must be continually reminded that 

military sacrifice is not only necessary but also commendable. A vital aspect of 

nationalism is the cultivation of people who will willingly kill and die for an imaginary 

community built on an imaginary past. These audiences must be reminded that 

imagination has nothing to do with their patriotism. Instead, the nation’s worth is not 

regarded as imaginary; it is accepted as fact. When history is presented as factual, the 

impact can be even more powerful in the hands of a master filmmaker like Ken Burns 

whose 1990 television documentary series must surely have influenced the funding for 

Gettysburg.    
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CHAPTER IV: RE-PRESENTING THE ARCHIVES: “THE UNIVERSE OF BATTLE”   

Throughout this chapter I continue to explore the Battle of Gettysburg and focus 

my exploration upon a particular artifact of popular history. The theory of sociological 

propaganda and the concept of nations as imagined communities will continue to aid my 

focus throughout this chapter on the Ken Burns’ documentary The Civil War (Florentine 

Films, 1990). I focus my attention on the fifth episode of the nine-part series called “The 

Universe of Battle.” This episode is most heavily concentrated on the Battle of 

Gettysburg, and I argue that it offers an innovative but also quite traditional 

representation of the Battle. This technically innovative film reaffirms the extant 

sociological propaganda about the Battle. I argue that this documentary is another 

example of sociological propaganda that serves a nationalistic hegemony. Though 

focused on this particular episode of the series, I use this to advance the argument set 

forth in Chapter 1: representations of the Battle of Gettysburg in mass media often work 

as sociological propaganda to reaffirm nationalism and celebrate duty to the United 

States’ military.  

Sociological propaganda is the source of much collective memory about the 

Battle of Gettysburg. This collective memory is a vital component in the imagined 

community of the nation. National identity is formulated through holidays that honor the 

past, official events, speeches, monuments, and a host of legislative apparatuses that 

remind citizens of their fealty to the nation. Along with the overt signs of national 

identity are the artifacts of popular culture and mass media—including documentary 

films—that serve as sociological propaganda preparing audiences for overt propaganda 
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(Ellul 15). This documentary film does not call on audiences to take immediate action in 

the service of the nation as overt propaganda might. Instead, the film encourages passive 

acquiescence to a particular collective memory.  

 

The Innovative Traditionalist 

This documentary series and Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation have much in 

common. Both works achieved massive popularity through stylistic innovation; both 

films are inextricably part of both academic study and popular culture; both films have 

the Civil War as their subject matter and both have been recognized as masterworks in 

their respective genres; and Burns and Griffith have both done more than amuse, excite, 

or merely impress their audiences with technical achievement in filmmaking. Along with 

masterful artistic presentation, both films present arguments about the past that their 

audiences clearly found appealing. Griffith’s argument is quite overtly racist and pro-

Confederate. Burns’ is more subtle. Both of these films continue a legacy of sociological 

propaganda cultivating collective memory. 

Since the Broadcast of The Civil War, Burns has gone on to make other films 

about national history. Baseball (1994), Jazz (2001), The War (2007) and Burns’ 

filmography includes many documentaries prior to these: Brooklyn Bridge (1981), The 

Statue of Liberty (1985), The Congress (1988), and others. Clearly Burns has a deep 

interest in the past. Like Griffith’s film, Burns depicts the past in ways that fit with what 

audiences want to believe about their national history. In marked contrast to Griffith, 

Burns differs in his modern historical consciousness and progressive critical techniques 
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that I discuss throughout this chapter. He demonstrates his more sensitive and progressive 

view of the past with his attention to previously marginalized stories. Furthermore, his 

argument may be a challenge to explicitly racist and melodramatic interpretations of the 

past particularly when his film is juxtaposed with Griffith’s. Nevertheless, like Griffith, 

Burns contributes to the hegemony of nationalism.   

This nationalism is tied to a belief in the nation as exceptional, superior, and full 

of “pure intentions to which terrible things can happen, but which itself never provokes 

or initiates attack” (Sturken 15). Citizen belief in national “exceptionalism” and a sense 

of innocence is not unique to the United States. However, the mawkish patriotism, 

occasional outbursts of nationalism, and quotidian reminders of national identity that 

flourish throughout the United States overlap with a military budget of gargantuan 

proportions. Patriotism tied to this huge budget combines for a potent belief that the 

nation’s military—as Dinesh D’Souza argues—is always “on the side of the angels” 

(769). Believing that the nation’s military is always in the right has issues rich for critical 

examination. However, the depiction of the military as on the side of the angels is 

particularly problematical when the war being depicted is a civil war. How can 

protagonist and antagonist both be perceived as heroic and in the right? Both Confederate 

and Union forces may have viewed themselves as “on the side of the angels.” As The 

Killer Angels and Gettysburg also have done, “The Universe of Battle” accommodates 

this paradox through emphasis of certain details and the evasion of others that may 

challenge the collective memory.  
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Burns’ film justifies the use of military violence in defense of an idealized 

imaginary community. This community is imagined as fundamentally on the right side of 

history. The process of imagining is full of evasions, exaggerations, and other principals 

of propaganda. But rather than using lies, fictional characters, and a novelist’s plot 

devices as Griffith did, Burns uses authentic material from the Civil War era to defend an 

idealized version of the nation. 

With the use of authentic materials such as photographs, paintings, letters, and 

other artifacts from the war era, Burns is able to do what Ellul indicates is essential for 

propaganda to be effective. The propagandist cannot lie. When a propagandist uses facts 

or other materials that appear to be authentic, Ellul argues that “the listener or reader 

cannot really understand it or draw any conclusions from it” (55). Instead, the 

propagandist takes authentic materials and shapes audience perceptions of those materials 

with strategic evasion, emphasis, suggestion, hyperbole, and other rhetorical strategies 

designed to elicit the propagandist’s intended response. Thus, Ellul goes on, the audience 

sees the material as the propagandist wants them to and is “left to draw obvious 

conclusions from cleverly presented truth, and the great majority comes to the same 

conclusions. To obtain this result, propaganda must be based on some truth that can be 

said in few words and is able to linger in the collective consciousness” (57). The use of 

archival footage, the reliance on respected academic sources, and the presentation of 

material already familiar to the audience makes challenging Burns’ argument about the 

past exceedingly difficult and unwelcome since his version of the past is granted 

legitimacy. Challenging the widespread belief that the United States’ deserves 
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exceptional stature is difficult. Challenging the belief that the military deserves worship 

is a task that is nearly impossible. This argument is more difficult to challenge when it is 

made by a skilled filmmaker.          

Burns is an artistically sophisticated filmmaker who conveys authenticity and 

authority in his work. This film uses modern technology, advanced stylistic devices, and 

includes content that carries mass appeal. This artifact allows for re-mediated 

sociological propaganda from the past to be distributed to a wide audience through a 

trusted source (PBS). Furthermore, these lessons are reified through the use of archival 

footage that is arranged, captured, and presented in ways that lend authenticity to the 

message of the film. Lessons of the past are reaffirmed with the power of stylistic and 

technological innovation in the hands of a skilled filmmaker. In this film and other 

artifacts about the Battle of Gettysburg, hegemonic nationalism is defended while 

interrogating the lingering consequences of the Battle, the war, and the worship of 

military duty is made more difficult. The familiar argument is powerfully mediated 

through technically innovative strategies within The Civil War.     

Though Burns could have challenged many of the well-known lessons and myths 

about the past, his film instead reaffirms them. Throughout the series he hints at a wealth 

of revisionist history being done prior to and throughout the 1980s as he consults and 

features prominent historians in the film. Yet Gallagher indicates that the film reveals 

“curiously, an ignorance of modern scholarship” while it also conveys an ethos of 

authenticity (“Military Campaigns” 43). Along with the innovative use of primary 

documents, soundtrack, editing, and camera work, the authoritative voice of professional 
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historian David McCullough is present as the narrator throughout the series. Burns also 

consistently includes interviews with several academic historians: Barbara Fields, Ed 

Bearss, and Stephen B. Oates, for instance. He also uses myriad primary documents and 

completely avoids using any re-enactments or Hollywood film clips. This attempt at 

authenticity and authority does not, however, demonstrate that Burns adopted the 

perspective of the most contemporary academic resources.  For instance, the speaker 

most often quoted throughout the documentary is not an academically trained historian at 

all. 

Shelby Foote is a novelist and author of the massive three-volume narrative of the 

entire war titled The Civil War: A Narrative. Volume One—840 pages— was published 

in 1958; volume two—988 pages—published in 1963; and volume three—1,106 pages—

was released with the other two volumes as a collection in 1974. This sustained attention 

and lengthy writing on the war does garner him a certain degree of credibility, but his 

voice in the film is not just one of many. His is the dominant voice. Historian Leon F. 

Litwack, among others, argues that “Shelby Foote is an engaging battlefield guide, a 

master of the anecdote, and a gifted and charming story teller, but he is not a good 

historian”—and yet his presence dominates the entire documentary (137). Throughout the 

series Foote appears in on-screen interviews eighty-nine times: three times more than all 

the other persons interviewed in the film combined (Edgerton, “Ken Burns’s America” 

57).  This trend can be seen in the episode that focuses most heavily on the Battle of 

Gettysburg.  
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Throughout the segments in “The Universe of Battle” that are focused exclusively 

on Gettysburg, excerpts from interviews with Foote are used eleven times. In most of the 

interviews, the camera cuts from period photos and focuses on Foote in close-ups. The 

location for the interviews appears to be a home office in which he is surrounded by 

books. As with all the interviews throughout the series, Foote addresses a silent presence 

just off the screen so that he is not looking directly into the camera. He seems to be 

engaged in a conversation that the audience is privileged to overhear. Combining these 

shots with his humor, his wealth of anecdotes, his southern accent, conversational tone, 

and obvious interest in the subject matter, Foote is an engaging, educational, and 

seemingly appropriate presence throughout the film. However, while Burns had access to 

well-respected historians, he chose Foote as the spokesperson for the film. In many ways, 

this is symbolic of the entire film’s treatment of the past.  

Rather than relying primarily on more current academic historians and their 

insights that may have challenged dominant versions of the national past, Burns uses 

Foote to entertain and welcome viewers. Though Foote’s three-part The Civil War: A 

Narrative is massive, detailed, delicately researched, and well respected for the writing 

style (Bulla), it cannot be regarded as an academic treatment of the subject. For one thing, 

Foote includes no foot or endnotes. Speaking for many readers— particularly for 

academic readers and historians—John Cournos of Commonweal identifies Foote’s lack 

of citation and argues that these notes are “the very things a careful reader may want. He 

may want to know on what authority the author has made this or that statement and has 

drawn certain conclusions therefrom” (qtd. in Bulla 283). Furthermore, using Foote as the 
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primary spokesman and authority in the film reveals the consistent emphasis on military 

valor that comes out in most treatments of the Civil War made for mass audiences.  

In his bibliographical note included at the end of the first volume of The Civil 

War: A Narrative: Fort Sumter to Perryville, Foote writes that he is a Mississippian and 

thus open to attack as being biased towards the South. However, he writes that 

biased is the last thing I would be; I yield to no one in my admiration for heroism 
and ability, no matter which side of the line the man was born or fought on when 
the war broke out fourscore and seventeen years ago. If pride in the resistance my 
forbears made against the odds has leaned me to any degree in their direction, I 
hope it will be seen to amount to no more, in the end, than the average 
American’s normal sympathy for the underdog in a fight. (816)  
 

In this statement Foote asserts the lost cause mythology, reveals a self-awareness that 

may bolster his credibility, and, most importantly, speaks to the traditional respect for 

American soldiers whether Union or Confederate. This traditional view as espoused by a 

non historian who has spent many years studying and writing about the Civil War makes 

him the quintessential spokesperson for Burns’ view of United States’ history. As in the 

Burns’ series and Foote’s books, history for a non academic audience often places 

stylistic value and reaffirmation of tradition over interrogation and wonder about the past. 

Foote’s age (in his seventies during the filming), southern accent, and skill at storytelling 

make him an exemplary tour guide for a comforting version of the past.  

Foote creates a familiar, personal, and apparently authoritative presence. 

Furthermore, the authentic source material that Burns uses is transformed throughout. He 

presents still photos and paintings of the nineteenth-century with rhetorical techniques 

unavailable at the time of their creation. By doing so, Burns represents documents from 

the nineteenth century using modern techniques that seem commonplace for viewers of 



 

 

  135 
 
 

 
 

 

the twentieth. In this way, Burns’ techniques become transparently mediated: he tries to 

eliminate the viewer’s reflection on the medium and instead tries to “get past the limits of 

representation and achieve the real” as all transparent digital media try to do (Bolter and 

Grusin 53). Still photos appear to be moving as the director captures them on video. 

Letters are read by voice actors. Paintings are filmed while seemingly natural ambient 

noises are added to the soundtrack, embellishing and enriching the scene presented. He is 

filming photos and paintings in ways that re-mediate them. They are no longer still 

photos or paintings; they are film images.  He presents them in ways that will capture his 

twentieth-century audience’s attention which has been conditioned to accept and desire 

modern filmmaking techniques. Burns creates a virtual reality by taking still images and 

imbuing them with motion to make the figures in them seem alive and present. He pans 

across still photos. He zooms in on individual faces within such photos. By taking written 

words and giving them voice, he is using editing, sound mixing, voice-over and other 

modern techniques to make the material seem contemporary and personal. Adding sound 

to still photos and moving a camera over motionless images, this virtual reality can 

appear authentic, richly detailed, and familiar in its approximation of real life.  

As throughout the entire series, the voice actors in “The Universe of Battle” read 

items written by veterans, civilians, politicians, and others who lived during the Civil 

War era. In addition to using primary written documents, the voices of well-known actors 

like Sam Waterston, Morgan Freeman, and Jason Robards are used to build familiarity. 

The director combines familiar as well as innovative Hollywood techniques and 

personalities with some aspects of progressive academic history. These familiar and well-
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trained voices, the shots of primary artifacts, the richly detailed soundtrack, all add 

credibility to the film’s perspective on the past. This use of celebrities also distances the 

film from academic history and subversive points of view. Familiar and comforting 

voices are preferred here over academic historians who may have more nuanced or 

complex points of view to share. Combining the familiar voices and traditional 

perspectives along with ambient sounds and music well-suited to the scenes he creates, 

Burns makes powerful emotional appeals to his audience. 

Influenced by some contemporary academic approaches to history and the 

undeniable societal changes ongoing since the Civil Rights Movement, popular films and 

novels of the 1980s like Glory and Beloved delve into the history of African-American 

soldiers and escaped slaves in ways that may have been taboo fifty years ago for mass 

audiences. The change in the academy and the society as a whole has meant that the 

academy has been broadened by the kinds of people who work within it. Cullen notes that 

“many of the people, events, and perspectives that had not been previously deemed 

worthy of study received new—or unprecedented—attention” over the last several 

decades (144). In many instances, Burns follows this trend and delves into aspects of the 

historical record that may have been, at one time, off limits to him.   

He consistently includes detail about people previously deemed unimportant to 

the dominant historical record. He also does not avoid using pictures of grievously 

wounded and dead soldiers as well as other victims of violence, including photographs of 

African-American people who have been horrifically abused. Burns says in an interview 

about his film that “this is not the sanitized morning-in-America version of history” 
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(Thelen 1048). Elsewhere he expresses a desire to add depth to popular understanding of 

the Civil War and challenge many of the myths of the past, especially regarding racial 

stereotypes and other bigoted distortions that have been popular in film since The Birth of 

a nation and Gone with the Wind (Milius 1). In many ways his film is revisionist. 

Combining his skill as a filmmaker with content that is both disturbing and apparently 

authentic makes his arguments in support of nationalism particularly potent.  

In her “Rhetoric of the Frame: Revisioning Archival Photographs in The Civil 

War,” Judith Lancioni argues that mobile framing and reframing of the still photos and 

paintings are two techniques absolutely essential to the success of the series. Mobile 

framing is a filmmaker’s technique that “gives viewers the illusion of movement, 

regardless of what actually took place in the profilmic event. In mobile framing the 

camera treats the archival still as if it were a three dimensional entity, endowing it with 

depth and motion” (398). Mobile framing makes still photos appear as if the figures 

within them are moving and allows motion to become a part of a still photo particularly 

when this is combined with appropriate sounds.  

At times Burns moves the camera across a photo very slowly so that the entire 

image captured is not apparent for many moments. According to Lancioni, this 

encourages audiences to remain uncertain about what they are looking at. When the entire 

photo comes in to focus, the audience has its uncertainty rewarded by clarity. Lancioni 

argues that this is done to encourage intense viewer focus on what they are seeing. She 

also argues that this technique encourages viewers to become cognizant of personal 

agency when they are presented with visual rhetoric such as it is in the film. Unlike the 
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transparent immediacy that discourages reflection on the medium, she observes that 

consistent use of this technique “conditions viewers to question the relationship between 

the parts of the photograph and the whole” (402). Thus, she argues, Burns is encouraging 

the audience to reflect on how meaning is made possible and how this medium and the 

stylistic choices within may condition perception. Rather than taking audience 

participation for granted, viewers are encouraged to reflect on how they “collaborate in 

assigning particular meaning to a visual text” because a variety of meanings are possible 

and the filmmaker delays providing clarity about what the audience is seeing (403).  

Lancioni argues that the film encourages rhetorical analysis.  

Reframing encourages the same type of intense focus by directing a viewer’s 

attention to particular facets of a photograph, painting, or other artifact, she argues. Burns 

can zoom in on a particular character in a group photograph for emphasis and to heighten 

some perspective unavailable or unintended when the photo was taken. Creating a close-

up of a face in a photo that was originally a full-body shot can make that face into a new 

argument that was not previously available. Furthermore, while the audience may be 

listening to a voice-over, for instance, they may see a very tightly focused shot of a face. 

As the camera widens its focus on the picture in the shot, viewers may come to recognize, 

perhaps, that they are seeing a young soldier bending over a fallen comrade. This adds to 

a sense of delayed recognition and forces viewers to reflect on what they are seeing 

because they must make an effort to understand the photo and the connection being made 

to the voice-over (Lancioni 398). These techniques allow for modern expectations of 

representing reality—including the moving of figures and varying distances to those 
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figures—to be achieved with photos that are from another technological era. Whether or 

not these techniques encourage rhetorical analysis is open to debate, but Burns’ skill as a 

filmmaker is beyond dispute for many critics.  

Between 1990 and 1992, Ken Burns and his team on the series were lauded with 

myriad awards: a Producer of the Year Award from the Producers Guild of America, two 

Emmys, a Peabody, a Golden Globe, two Grammy Awards, and a variety of other 

accolades. Burns was granted eight honorary doctorates from a variety of institutions 

(Edgerton, “Ken Burns’s America” 50). However, many academic historians do find fault 

with the series. Many of the complaints arise from lack of attention to historical accuracy; 

others have a more complex view of the series that accord with the subject of this 

dissertation. Edgerton sums up some of the criticism: “the series is nationalistic in its 

apparent pride in nation building” and “is romantic in its narrative, chronological, and 

quasi-biographical structure” and makes a “persistent intimation that the war was 

ultimately a struggle to end slavery and ensure social justice” (“Rebirth” 126). Sturken 

argues that much of popular history in the United States “clings tenaciously to the belief 

that one can always heal, move on, and place the past in the proper context” (14). When 

the past is viewed as such, it becomes relevant only as a thing that happened rather than 

as some part of the present. Furthermore, the way that the past is represented to mass 

audiences must fit into a larger narrative that asserts that nation’s ultimate health and 

exceptional nature. In part, the series achieved great success because it fit into this 

ongoing narrative that bolsters the national collective memory.  
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Some academic critics have interrogated the film. The public may have embraced 

the film for the very reasons that academic historians critiqued it. For instance, Professor 

of Civil War History at Gettysburg College Gabor S. Boritt argues the “beauty of the film 

silences the critical voice” (99). Will Kaufmann indicates that many historians worry that 

in Burns’ film “critical engagement” is sacrificed for “drama and aesthetic pleasure” 

(149). Beauty, drama, and aesthetic pleasure must have contributed to success of the 

series. The Public Broadcasting System had its highest ratings ever with over 39,000,000 

viewers in the United States who tuned in for at least one episode, and more than 

14,000,000 viewers tuned in each night during the program’s initial showing in 

September of 1990 (Edgerton, “Rebirth”120). A radically revisionist version of history—

even if presented in as impressive a manner as the Burns’ film—almost certainly would 

not have gained such popularity. The extant sociological propaganda conditioned 

audiences to embrace this version of the past.  

The site of this Battle is more than a military historian or tactician’s point of 

interest. Instead, Gettysburg is an example of what historian of nationalism Anthony 

Smith calls the “territorialization of memory” in which a place becomes crucial in a 

nation’s concept of itself. These places hold an essential place in the national mythology 

because these are the places citizens learn that “the great events that formed the nation 

took place; the place where the heroes, saints and sages of the community from which the 

nation later developed lived and worked” and often fought and died (75). After the Civil 

War, the soldiers on either side became the heroes, saints, and sages who would be used 

to build national solidarity across sectional lines. Ken Burns does not have the ability to 
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make a popular artifact that would also challenge the myths of national origin. Perhaps no 

filmmaker has this ability. This may be particularly true when the subject is the military 

where hero worship is so necessary for the ongoing work of defending nationalistic 

hegemony. The reasons for the film’s success are related not only to the content and the 

filmmaker’s technical skill but also to the ideological lens through which he presents his 

version of history. This version accords with what audiences have been accustomed to 

accept as true about their nation’s past.  

 

The Electronic Campfire of Gettysburg 

The Civil War reveals “many current assumptions that are now widespread about 

the essential character of the United States and the nation’s identity” (Edgerton, “Ken 

Burns’s” 51). As is the tendency in popular artifacts about the war, Burns’ emphasis is on 

the essential goodness of the United States, especially its soldiers. Political pundit George 

F. Will argues in his “A Masterpiece on the Civil War” that Ken Burns is the nation’s 

Homer and The Civil War its Iliad (23). Burns seems to articulate a similar view of his 

work. In an interview with Gary Edgerton, he says, “I feel connected to the Homeric 

tradition where we might be singing our epic verses to one another, no longer around a 

campfire, but maybe around this electronic campfire” (56). Burns does celebrate military 

bravery and the values of his culture as The Iliad does. But he also continues a more 

contemporary trend that historians have embraced over the last several decades.  

Burns peers into the history of those who have been largely underrepresented until 

quite recently in both academic scholarship and popular history: African-Americans, 
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women, immigrants, farmers, and common soldiers in the conflict. Edgerton—and 

others—refer to this as a “bottom up approach” (“Rebirth” 121). Rather than exclusively 

focusing on Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson, Ulysses Grant, and Abraham Lincoln, 

Burns delves into more obscure lives as well. However, like The Killer Angels and 

Gettysburg, “The Universe of Battle” emphasizes the sacrifice and heroism from soldiers 

on both sides of the conflict and continues the tradition of reunion found in earlier 

representations of the Battle. The argument is a continuation of previous arguments about 

the exceptional nature of the nation and its soldiers. The apparent authenticity of the film 

makes this argument a powerful buttress to collective memory. 

Like other films produced in the 1980s and early 1990s, Gettysburg and “The 

Universe of Battle” justify and celebrate the United States’ military. Though some films 

of this era arguably presented critiques of war—First Blood (Anabasis, 1982), Gardens of 

Stone (Tristar/Zoetrope/ML Delphi, 1987), and Born on the Fourth of July (Ixtlan, 

1989)—they were not the norm, nor did they enjoy the box-office success of films that 

endorsed military violence and nationalism. Furthermore, many films produced around 

this era were typically critical of the Vietnam War and not necessarily critical of war in 

general. Films like Go Tell the Spartans (Mar Vista, 1978) and The Boys in Company C 

(Golden Harvest, 1978) “criticize the U.S. involvement in Vietnam while foregoing more 

radical critiques of the military, U.S. foreign policy, or the values that support militarism” 

(Ryan and Kellner 199).  Films like Rambo: First Blood Part II (Anabasis, 1985), 

Rambo: First Blood Part III (Carolco, 1988), Top Gun (Paramount, 1986), Missing in 

Action (Cannon Group, 1984), Missing in Action II (Cannon Group, 1985), and a host of 
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Arnold Schwarzenegger vehicles of the 1980s demonstrate that depictions of military 

violence, hardware, and personnel were consistent box-office draws. These types of films 

celebrate the nation’s military and/or use of nationalistically inspired violence in ways 

that do not resemble classical propaganda; these films are, instead, part of an overall 

environment that makes militarism normal. Such films, argue Boggs and Pollard, work as 

arguments in which “[e]mpire, a bloated war economy, constant armed interventions—all 

these must be made to appear ‘natural,’ routine, and desirable if not noble” (11). 

Gettysburg and “The Universe of Battle” are different types of films from the 

aforementioned ones and yet out of this milieu they emerge.  

Widespread criticism of the national military may be taboo within the 

contemporary United States of America. The sociological propaganda in mass media has 

influenced the environment for such criticism. Respect for the military crosses political, 

class, racial, and gender lines in ways that other topics do not, and Ellul argues that such 

articles of shared belief are the kind held by “not just individuals or of particular groups 

but those shared by all individuals in a society, including men of opposite political 

inclinations and class loyalties” (39). Belief in nationalism unifies the citizens even when 

conflicts seem to threaten to tear them apart. Citizens of various social strata are bound 

together in the hegemony of nationalism that is wrapped within respect for the military. 

The sociological propaganda in Burns’ film reiterates collective memory in artistically 

innovative ways making the propaganda particularly powerful. 

Along with the millions of people that tuned in to at least one episode of the series 

on television, countless others have been exposed to it later on VHS and DVD, in 
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schools, at home, and in other settings (Edgerton 169-70; Toplin xv). In many ways this 

film is an extremely sophisticated artifact that hardly resembles propaganda. However, 

like propaganda, the filmmaker may elicit an emotional “response where thought is 

minimized, reflection diminished, and investigation largely eliminated” (Bennett and 

O’Rourke 69). Certainly some viewers must read against the interpretations and 

perspective that Burns presents, but his version of the past appears to be authentic 

because it is presented so artfully, is designed to be so emotionally moving, and accords 

with expectations formed by other sociological propaganda. This version of the past 

seems authentic because it includes so many agreed upon details from the past, focuses 

on primary documents that authenticate his argument, and presents many historical facts 

in a way that contemporary audiences can appreciate.  

The series was made and televised in an era when the lingering failures of 

Reconstruction and the ongoing struggle for Civil Rights were apparent. However, the 

1980s was also an era when the fruits of the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s could 

not be overlooked. Civil rights progress had been made throughout the nation—thanks in 

great part to the efforts of Martin Luther King, Jr. and millions of other committed 

activists—but, of course, the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 did not suddenly 

grant social equality and economic opportunity to African-Americans. The lasting legacy 

of oppression based upon race haunts the present as it did when this film was released. 

Burns’ film certainly demonstrates respect for previously untold stories and demonstrates 

the great changes in race relations. But even as minority contributions have been 

acknowledged in academic histories and in mass media, the lasting impact of oppression, 
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dehumanization, and abuse that African-Americans experienced for centuries in the 

United States have been obscured in collective memory by the repeated reassuring myth 

of self-reliance.  

Throughout Ronald Reagan’s Administration of the 1980s, social programs that 

benefited minorities like Affirmative Action, Head Start, and other social safety nets were 

increasingly under political fire since they were at odds with the longstanding myth—

buttressed by Reagan’s speeches—that all United States’ citizens had equal access to 

success as long as they worked hard enough in the nation that so valued and assured—a 

priori—equality and freedom. Voters seemed to overwhelmingly support Reagan as his 

administration cut funding to programs such as the Aid to Families with Dependent 

Children by seventeen percent, food stamps by fourteen percent, and consistently 

challenged Affirmative-Action measures in education, hiring, and training that had 

benefited African-Americans (Horton and Horton 341). Social programs like these were 

deemed too expensive. Many voters agreed with this assessment and re-affirmed their 

nationalism despite the many challenges this hegemony was experiencing. 

During the 1980s a move toward social equality, revisionist history, and 

mainstream criticism of the government that was a legacy of the Vietnam War were 

ongoing. Withdrawal of United States’ forces from Vietnam after horrific casualties and 

before military victory forced a crisis of confidence. As James William Gibson writes in 

“Warrior Dreams: Paramilitary Culture in Post-Vietnam America,” the loss of the war 

created a massive “disjunction in American culture, a crisis of self-image: If Americans 

were no longer winners, then who were they?” (510). He goes on to describe the other 
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factors contributing to this crisis of national identity. No longer could the myths that had 

perpetuated beliefs in national exceptionalism and white patriarchy be asserted without 

self-doubt because “during the 1960s, the civil rights and ethnic pride movements won 

many victories in their challenges to racial oppression” (510). The Civil Rights 

movement, feminist movement, defeat in Vietnam, Iran hostage crisis, oil embargo and 

other challenges to perceptions of invulnerability combined while a recognition was 

taking place in academia and beyond: perhaps the past was more complex and had more 

architects than previously acknowledged. This perspective is influential on the “Universe 

of Battle,” but the episode is also a product of its era’s sociological propaganda that 

asserts nationalism that is wrapped within pride for the military.  

Historians, cultural critics, and a host of other academics were changing the story 

of the nation’s past and encouraging doubt about whitewashed versions of history when 

the Burns’ film was made. However, President Reagan was also reaffirming the nation’s 

essential goodness. Self-doubt, introspection, and cultural criticism were confronted by 

Reagan’s “morning in America” version of the nation; ruminating on the complexities of 

the past or discussing lingering racial oppression was labeled unpatriotic or radical. In his 

second inaugural address, he even argues for a healthy dislike for wonder about the past 

when he declared that “we, the present-day Americans, are not given to looking 

backward. In this blessed land, there is always a better tomorrow.” The past, in Reagan’s 

rhetoric, was used to celebrate the national myth of exceptionalism; the past was not 

invoked to complicate or challenge nationalistic interpretations of history. Like Burns 
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does in his work of sociological propaganda, President Reagan calls on the past to further 

a sentimental and personal connection to the myth of the blessed nation.  

Later in the inaugural address he argues that “history is a ribbon, always 

unfurling. History is a journey. And as we continue our journey, we think of those who 

traveled before us” and reveals that, when the version of the past suits particular needs, it 

is worth considering. He continues as he addresses the audience in the Capitol Rotunda: 

Now we're standing inside this symbol of our democracy, and we see and hear 
again the echoes of our past: a general falls to his knees in the hard snow of 
Valley Forge; a lonely President paces the darkened halls and ponders his struggle 
to preserve the Union; the men of the Alamo call out encouragement to each 
other; a settler pushes west and sings a song, and the song echoes out forever and 
fills the unknowing air.  
 

This speech is the quintessential example of Reagan’s rhetorical style: make the national 

myth personal to narrate an ongoing story of American superiority in the face of 

economic turmoil, the Iran hostage crisis, confrontation with the Soviet Union, and other 

complications of the 1980s. Through it all, according to this narrative, the exceptional 

nature of the United States remains intact and the character of “true Americans” thrives. 

His call for a resurgent nationalism is tied to military celebration that his administration 

and the entertainment industry cultivated in many of the aforementioned films. In both 

the speeches and the films that celebrate the national myth of exceptionalism and military 

might, all that is good with the nation can be celebrated in what has long unified the 

national bond: celebration of the military and redoubled efforts to fund it at all costs.  

In his 1985 State of the Union Address, the President sums up this stance when he 
says, 

 
Sergeant Stephen Trujillo, a medic in the 2d Ranger Battalion, 75th Infantry, was 
in the first helicopter to land at the compound held by Cuban forces in Grenada. 
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He saw three other helicopters crash. Despite the imminent explosion of the 
burning aircraft, he never hesitated. He ran across 25 yards of open terrain 
through enemy fire to rescue wounded soldiers. He directed two other medics, 
administered first aid, and returned again and again to the crash site to carry his 
wounded friends to safety. Sergeant Trujillo, you and your fellow service men and 
women not only saved innocent lives; you set a nation free. You inspire us as a 
force for freedom, not for despotism; and, yes, for peace, not conquest. God bless 
you.  
 

The story personalizes the military not as a celebration of this individual; rather, Sergeant 

Trujillo is a metonym for the entire military. The image of the United States’ military—

encapsulated within this individual soldier—and most powerful nation it defends is 

present in the sociological propaganda of the 1980s. Instead of complicating notions of 

identity and making introspection about the past a dominant aspect of popular history, 

Reagan encouraged a mythical and celebratory view of the past. Many popular artifacts 

of the 1980s and early 1990s reasserted the myth of the US as the exceptional nation.  

 Many of President Reagan’s speeches worked as overt propaganda and were 

embraced in an environment of sociological propaganda that sought to beat back the 

complexities of the past. Anke Bosel argues that Reagan and the dominant zeitgeist of 

1980’s popular entertainment promoted a “mythic imagination with its emphasis on a 

specific version of national origin, pride and destiny, as well as individual rights and 

freedom” and “a public identity that connoted consent as American and dissent as un-

American” (144). Burns included revisionist historical perspectives, but also reaffirmed 

collective memory about the nation’s past in ways that were pleasing and satisfying to his 

audience. In many ways his film confronts the complexities of the past, but it also 

coincides with the Reagan vision of the nation.   
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At a West Point commencement address in 1981, President Reagan commented 

on the self-doubt that came from introspection about the past when he asserted “the 

people of America have recovered from what can only be called a temporary aberration. 

There is a spiritual revival going on in this country, a hunger on the part of the people to 

once again be proud of America—all that it is and all that it can be.” Speaking for all 

citizens, the President asserted an identity that made disagreement, wonder, and 

complexity antithetical to his argument. The nation’s lingering racial legacy, the tradition 

of oppression of minorities and women, and the questionable motivations and most recent 

defeat in a war all could have been issues that made pride more complex and the past a 

subject of interrogation. Instead, Reagan asserts pride. As an artifact that emerges from 

the wake of the Reagan presidency, “The Universe of Battle” and The Civil War in 

general work as sociological propaganda arguing for national pride. As propaganda that 

supports cultural hegemony of nationalism, the film argues for the essential goodness of 

the nation. The argument supports a teleological view of history in which the nation 

extends freedom to all citizens and justifiably uses the military to support that freedom. 

Reagan and Burns argue for a fundamental goodness in their imagined community.  

 

Returning to the Fight in “The Universe of Battle” 

 The Civil War, The Killer Angels, and Gettysburg focus on battle and soldiers. 

These artifacts of sociological propaganda cultivate a highly selective memory of the 

Civil War in ways that justify a unified nationalism and exclude widespread evaluation of 

the war’s lingering social consequences. In many ways, the artifacts reflect President 
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Reagan’s view of the past: do not wonder about the past unless it can be used as an 

argument for nationalism.  

The themes that reaffirm the hegemony of nationalism are reasserted in films that 

are clearly fictitious—like Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation—but also in Maxwell’s and 

Burns’ version of the past. The documentary form asserts its authenticity profoundly 

because it does not encourage suspension of disbelief but “produces the referential 

illusion and in fact derives its prestige from that production” (Guynn qtd. in Lancioni 

400). The documentary form, televised on a credible channel such as PBS, and in the 

control of a filmmaker of Burns’ skill makes the lessons taught in The Civil War difficult 

to challenge. This is especially true when the lesson is one that the audience has been 

conditioned to accept through a life-long exposure to sociological propaganda.  

The Civil War has been influenced by contemporary trends in scholarship and 

society to a point. Ultimately, however, the film reasserts a familiar version of the war 

and a familiar argument for nationalism. Rather than challenging popular perceptions of 

the war that romanticize it and celebrate its soldiers, Eric Foner argues that “Burns 

recapitulates the very historical understanding of the war ‘invented’ in the 1890s as part 

of the glorification of the national state and the nationwide triumph of white supremacy” 

(“Ken Burns” 118). As late nineteenth-century artifacts celebrated the soldiers and 

ignored the social disruptions created by emancipation, Burns amplifies this simplistic 

version of the past with his skill as a filmmaker. The past is rendered as something to be 

learned from, but that lesson is shaped by the filmmaker’s intent and the audience’s 

willingness to accept the lesson.  
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A sophisticated artifact of sociological propaganda like The Civil War does leave 

the possibility for multiple interpretations. Burns reacts to academic critiques of his film 

in the essay “Four O’clock in the Morning Courage” in which he writes “never had we 

said that our film version of the war was the only version. Never had we said that it was a 

comprehensive view of the war” (172). Some critics argue that the film may present 

multiple perspectives, but it does not necessarily encourage multiple interpretations. 

Burns offers filmed interviews with modern historians, writers, and others who do 

not always agree about the historical record. He also focuses on previously unknown 

participants and witnesses to the war while also sharing details about the iconic figures as 

well. The film includes a wealth of information and detail. There are an endless variety of 

interpretations available to the filmmaker and the audience. However, a central argument 

dominates.  

His speakers are the voices of authority, particularly Shelby Foote. The 

possibilities of interpretation are circumscribed by the filmmaker’s choices of material 

and style of presentation. More importantly, audience interpretation is largely conditioned 

by the extant sociological propaganda about the Civil War like The Birth of a Nation and 

the Battle of Gettysburg including The Killer Angels. Much of this sociological 

propaganda has emphasized reconciliation through veneration of military duty. The 

consistent reconciliation rhetoric about the war effectively mutes widespread criticism. 

Though Burns sometimes includes differing perspectives on the past, Bosel argues that 

the film is dominated by accommodating rather than conflicting perspectives. Burns’ film 

argues for closure rather than wonder. Rather than allowing for multiple perspectives to 
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emerge, Burns presents the past in a way that argues for unity and the national pride 

through celebration of the military. The audience accepts such an argument because it is 

not at odds with collective memory about the nation’s past.   

 Evidence of this thematic tradition can be found in the pictures Burns shows and 

the voice-overs he includes throughout “The Universe of Battle.” The episode focuses 

most attention on the second half of 1863 and is primarily concerned with detailing the 

Battle of Gettysburg. The episode is ninety-five minutes long, which makes it the second 

longest episode in the series after “Episode I: The Cause.” The ninety-five minutes is 

divided into ten sections that—in addition to the prologue—are preceded by text 

identifying the title of the section: the untitled prologue, “1863, The Universe of Battle,” 

“Gettysburg: The First Day,” “Gettysburg: The Second Day,” “Gettysburg: The Third 

Day,” “She Ranks Me,” “Vicksburg,” “Bottom Rail on Top,” “The River of Death,” and 

“A New Birth of Freedom.” The episode includes information about other war 

developments besides the Battle of Gettysburg, but the emphasis is on the Battle and 

President Lincoln’s November 19, 1863 address on the site. The majority of time in “The 

Universe of Battle” is focused on Gettysburg with section two given approximately five 

and a half minutes of attention, section three is allotted nearly sixteen minutes, section 

four is allowed more than nineteen minutes. After Burns moves onto other war subjects 

in 1863, he returns in the climax of the episode. Here Lincoln’s speech is the focus, and 

Burns spends approximately ten minutes focusing on the speech and its meaning to the 

war and the nation. Thus, a focus on the Battle and its aftermath is the dominant subject 

for more than half of the episode.  
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The other forty minutes are attentive to contemporary video of Daisy Turner—a 

black woman identified as being 104 years old—reciting a poem written by a soldier 

fighting in the war. Much of the prologue includes footage of her while viewers are 

informed that her father, Alex, was a fugitive slave who became a Union cavalry soldier 

and returned to the plantation on which he worked to kill his former overseer. Voice-over 

is mixed with Turner’s poetry recitation while a late nineteenth-century photo of Alex 

Turner is captured on film. Shortly thereafter, Burns reframes another picture so that 

viewers are focused on a young girl in a group shot of children. The way in which the 

reframing occurs implies that the young girl is Daisy as a child approximately one 

hundred years ago.  

This footage links the past with the present in a highly emotional way and allows 

for revisionist history to find its way into the film. The technique also makes the past 

personal and anecdotal. Including her on camera furthers the “bottom up” approach to 

history that Burns is said to embrace. Furthermore, Burns allots time to detail the various 

roles that women took on throughout the war in the section titled “She Ranks Me.” This 

segment is four and a half minutes long. Though including a discussion of women in the 

war can also be regarded as a revisionist approach to history, the segment is 

chronologically out of place as the role of women is not limited to their efforts and 

presence in 1863: this segment focuses on women’s role throughout the entire war. As a 

result of its brevity and its much wider focus than the rest of the episode, it appears to be 

tacked on as an afterthought and isolated from the rest of the series. What appears to be 
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revisionist and progressive instead becomes a token inclusion of previously marginalized 

people.  

Another section of the episode includes a thirteen-and-a-half-minute focus on the 

role of African-American troops in the section entitled “Bottom Rail on Top.” Once again 

this has the appearance of revisionist history, though some scholars have complained that 

not enough focus or insight has been offered in the film to African-American 

participation in the war or the social aftermath of their treatment (Foner, “Ken Burns;” 

Litwack; Blight, “Homer”). This episode also focuses on African-American soldier 

participation throughout the rest of the war. Once again, this lack of chronology seems to 

place the contribution of African-American soldiers into a small compartment rather than 

allotting attention at various times throughout the series. What appears to be revisionist 

history instead can be described as an afterthought or concession to progress.  

Other sections cover riots in New York that erupted after military conscription 

was announced; a Confederate victory at Chickamauga, Georgia; the momentous Union 

victory at the Battle of Vicksburg, Mississippi; and the Union successes at both Lookout 

Mountain and Missionary Ridge in Tennessee. These other events were of no small 

consequence, but in comparison to Gettysburg they are barely mentioned at all in the 

film. Focusing so much attention on Gettysburg continues the tradition of making this 

battle into a pre-eminent symbol for mythologizing the United States’ past.    

In addition to allotting so much time to this battle, Burns continues propagating 

myths that encourage nationalism and military celebration. He shows photos and letters 

in ways that develop a point of view while also kindling a belief in their objectivity and 
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authority. Unlike Maxwell’s version, Burns includes photos that show some horrific 

consequences of war. Avoiding these realities may detract from the authenticity that a 

documentary relies upon for persuasion. He also includes soldiers’ words that speak to 

the fear, loss, and pain that war can evoke. As Pettigrew indicates, combining the horrific 

with the heroic has long been a feature of Civil War fiction, memoirs, films, and political 

speeches that recall the Civil War (59-60). Many Memorial Day speeches in the early 

twentieth century, for instance, offered sentiments of presidents and other civic leaders 

that made military service the highest and most noble experience that spoke of the 

“extensive idealization of the personal benefits of military service” (Pettigrew 60). The 

service has been made sacred, at times, by reminding audiences for these speeches of the 

sacrifices that have been made for the nation’s well-being.  

One speaker, Thomas Chambers Richmond, expressed a familiar sentiment when 

he addressed a 1902 Memorial Day gathering in Madison, Wisconsin: “The Civil War 

gave us the American soldier, the highest type of fighting man the world has yet 

produced—hopeful in adversity, patient in privation, undaunted in temporary defeat, 

brave in the hour of battle and magnanimous in the hour of triumph” (qtd. in Pettigrew). 

Thus the war served a beneficial purpose for the proponents of militaristic nationalism. 

That this type of heroism and quality can only emerge from war is echoed in Burns’ 

choice of materials nearly ninety years later.  

During his focus on the second day of the Battle, he includes the reading of a 

letter reasserting martial heroism. The letter is by Union Private Theodore Gerrish, who 

writes, “Stand firm you boys from Maine, for not once in a century are men permitted to 
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bear such responsibilities for freedom and justice, for god and humanity, as are now 

placed on you.” This echoes the soldiers’ faith that Oliver Wendell Holmes describes. 

This faith asserts that he and other veterans are better men than those who have not seen 

combat. For many veterans the postwar divide would never be bridged nor would the 

horrors they witnessed have any national political meaning. However, in subsequent 

generations, the consistent repetition of the glories of war, duty to nation, and personal 

rewards of martial participation have had an impact on creating an aggressive and 

militant nationalism that is defended in the film. By including the Gerrish letter, Burns 

encourages a version of the past that cherishes individual duty to national responsibility.  

The honor and duty must be combined with sacrifice. Describing and showing the 

horrors of war are often used to sanctify military duty and to honor soldiers’ sacrifices, as 

Pettigrew observes of the early twentieth-century uses of the Civil War. Rather than 

discouraging participation in war because of those horrors, memories of the war “cast a 

permanent aura of heroism over American thought about war” (Pettigrew 69). Burns even 

asserts that he sees the story of the Civil War as “the story of a vast and complicated 

American family” (Thelen 1046). This family is swayed by the arguments that it wants to 

believe about itself.  

Together, the stories of the icons and the lesser-known figures of history combine 

to create a familial drama for Burns. His rhetorical strategies prioritize feeling. Emotional 

weight is the emphasis of the film. In his article “Four O’clock in the Morning Courage,” 

he includes a letter from an Oregon man who wrote after the documentary aired in 1990. 

After viewing the documentary, the writer expresses being “‘left with an odd assortment 
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of emotions, that out of such utter horror so much bravery and courage could be 

displayed, as to make us feel a sense of pride in those terrible events’” (179). By 

including this excerpt, Burns is reaffirming that his goal was accomplished and that this 

Oregonian felt the intended argument. Thinking about the war is not as important as 

feeling something about the war. In the same essay, Burns asserts that film has a “fragile 

capacity for complexity and we urged early on a tolerant understanding of its true visceral 

attributes: the ability to make you feel” (172). Burns uses his film to evoke emotion. To 

evoke the proper emotion, conflicting perspectives on the past are largely avoided. 

Though some voices of disagreement are included, he most often chooses to reaffirm 

conventional and traditional understandings of the past. These affirmations make the 

national audience to feel proud. He uses emotional appeals to link the past with the 

present in many ways throughout the film.  

Early in the “Universe of Battle,” he uses contemporary film to linger on the 

battlefield at Gettysburg. The movie camera lingers and cuts across the open space, the 

trees, and the fields as the wind gently blows across the scene. While the audience is 

seeing modern color film footage of the preserved site, excerpts from letters by battle 

witnesses and participants are read while narrator and respected historian David 

McCullough offers historical information about the movement of Lee’s Army of 

Northern Virginia, the whereabouts of J. E. B. Stuart, the leadership of the Union Army 

of the Potomac, and other information leading up to the Battle. Meanwhile, the sound of 

martial drums and other music plays intermittently along with the sounds of wagons 

creaking, men marching, and birds lightly chirping. These sounds are mixed at times and 
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isolated at others throughout the early portion of the episode. Many times they are played 

when period photos are shown but also while current footage of the battlefield appears. 

Thus, even as the images change quite often on screen, the soundtrack maintains a 

consistency. Burns seems intent on bringing the past into the present by using the same 

sounds to inform photos taken many years ago and to inform film captured much more 

recently. Enveloping the viewer with this technique prepares audiences for the emotional 

intensity of what is to follow.  

After this idyllic opening segment, the screen goes black momentarily and the 

words indicating the next section appear: “Gettysburg: The First Day.” Shortly thereafter, 

a nineteenth century photo appears on screen, and the film camera begins slowly zooming 

in on a portion of it. A building in the town of Gettysburg circa 1863 is the focus of the 

black and white photo. McCullough tells the viewers that “[t]he greatest battle ever 

fought in the western hemisphere began as a clash over shoes.” The Battle is not 

indicated as “monumental” or even “the largest.” Instead, viewers are to accept that this 

battle is the “greatest” which is not a quantitative, objective, or unbiased assertion. 

Meanwhile, the same birds chirping can be heard in the background, and a slow piano 

rendition of the 1862 pro-Union musical piece “Battle Cry of Freedom” plays on the 

soundtrack. Soon the sound of cannon and rifle-fire take the place of the music.  

McCullough then continues to inform the audience of the military developments 

on the first day of the Battle. Nineteenth-century photographic technology did not allow 

for clear photographs that included movement, so instead of showing the soldiers in 

action, nineteenth-century photographic portraits of Union General Buford and images of 
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the town are shown as the sounds of battle are played while a letter by an eyewitness 

town resident is read. To show scenes of battle, Burns intersperses hand-drawn sketches 

and paintings of the Battle from the era. He uses the sounds of battle to enliven the 

drawings and paintings that depict the men in action. He then reframes a war-time 

photograph of a man to whom the audience has not been introduced. The film camera 

zooms out and the photo is reframed; we see that the man is holding a sketch pad and 

sitting on a rock at the Battle site. McCullough infers that the sketches recently shown of 

the Battle were drawn by this man. McCullough goes on to inform the audience that the 

man in the photo is professional artist Alfred Waud, who sent his sketches back to New 

York after the Battle for engraving. Lancioni argues that this type of delay in meaning 

“establishes a pattern in which viewing becomes an act of purposeful discovery” (402). 

Perhaps withholding identification of the figure in photographs—a technique used quite 

often throughout the film—forces viewers to pay closer attention than they might 

otherwise. Burns forces more attention, perhaps, by withholding information. But this 

technique does not necessarily permit the audience to reach alternative conclusions to the 

ones Burns intends.  

Though withholding Waud’s identity is not a matter of great importance, Lancioni 

does recognize that the technique develops a pattern throughout the film, encouraging 

viewers to pay close attention throughout lest they misunderstand or miss the opportunity 

for the connection between visual and auditory information. She argues that the delay in 

recognition through Burns’ use of footage, his intentional delay of meaning by 

withholding the identity of people in some images and his intense focus on small details 
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in photos encourages the visuals to become mystifying and “focuses attention on the act 

of cognition, alerting viewers to their own participation in the meaning making process” 

(404). This writer is presuming that viewers are having a particular response to the 

filmmaker’s style. However much viewers have their curiosity piqued by delayed 

comprehension, there is no way of knowing that they are being made cognizant of their 

own participation in meaning-making. More likely than encouraging viewers to think 

about their own agency in the meaning-making process is Burns intention to make his 

own argument as powerful as possible. However innovative his style may be, he does 

assert quite conventional arguments about the war’s meaning.  

This argument is asserted by adopting some revisionist tendencies in historical 

study. As Litwack succinctly summarizes, “recent work of historians has, in fact, altered 

the ways in which we think, talk, and write about the past. American history will never be 

the same again. Voices and dialogues long stifled, the experiences of peoples once 

marginalized or ignored are now being heard and integrated into the study of history” but 

filmmakers like Burns have not kept pace with academic historians (125). Litwack goes 

on to argue that “the history depicted in The Civil War, as distinct from the techniques 

employed to convey it, is conventional and sometimes suspect” (126). Burns consistently 

focuses attention on heretofore widely unacknowledged people from the nation’s past and 

offers details that are often neglected in popular history. However, this is done in the 

interest of a quite conventional lesson on history.   

The shift back and forth between focus on Lee, Longstreet, Stuart, Meade and 

other generals is quite consistent with letters from less well-known civilians and soldiers. 
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This back and forth may make the populist argument that all citizens are equal and 

uniquely patriotic. As has been demonstrated in so many other iterations of the Battle, the 

conflict at Little Round Top and Pickett’s Charge are crucial components in the myth. 

Burns’ film is no different in its attention to these events during the Battle. In contrast to 

Maxwell and Shaara, however, Burns spends more time focusing on the untold stories 

within these two episodes. In addition to presenting Chamberlain as an ordinary yet 

heroic man, audiences also hear the letter written by Private Gerrish. The “bottom-up” 

approach to history that is often found in contemporary academic historical study is 

combined with innovative documentary film techniques in the service of reasserting the 

standard myths about the Battle.   

 

Defending the Memories Once Again 

In the segment on Little Round Top, the same types of aforementioned techniques 

are used, but at least one new technique is introduced for emotional appeal. Burns 

magnifies the emotional impact of the following scene by clearly splicing the present 

with the past and trying to bridge the gap between the history under focus and the 

present. At various points, present-day film footage of Little Round Top is interspersed 

with war-period material. The camera in these sections appears to be handheld and the 

film is black and white. In one particular scene before this strategy is used, the narrator 

informs the audience that Colonel Chamberlain has ordered the bayonet charge toward 

the Alabama regiments advancing toward his own. McCullough describes the situation 

while a map shows the viewer the position of the various regiments involved.  
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The shot of the map fades, and the footage taken by the handheld movie camera 

begins. The camera descends the hill quite quickly, moving unsteadily through foliage, 

and hovering close to the ground, giving the viewer a sense of movement, chaos, and 

presence as the ambient sounds of battle inform the descent. Using black and white film 

exposure encourages the audience to fall back in time and suspend their disbelief. The 

scene of the conflict and ambient sounds of battle and encourages audiences to accept the 

authenticity of this version of the clash. The filmmaking authenticates what is being read, 

heard, and seen, including the shouts of soldiers and discharge of weaponry. The camera 

wavers up and down giving a first-person view of the ground on Little Round Top in the 

filmmaker’s attempt to replicate a version of the Battle that is visceral. At times in this 

scene, the audience is encouraged to adopt the perspective of a Union soldier because the 

holder of the camera moves down the hill as the attackers are reported to have done. At 

other times the camera operator appears to move up the hill, thus encouraging the 

perspective of the Confederate soldiers. In both instances the strategy encourages viewers 

to feel present at such a profound moment in collective memory. The sociological 

propaganda that empathizes with the soldiers and argues for their exceptional nature 

combines with emotionally arresting filmmaking techniques.   

 As in the Shaara and Maxwell versions of the confrontation, the authentication of 

this event is artfully asserted regardless of the debates still waging about the particulars. 

Little time is left to contemplate the charge down the hill or to ponder the other possible 

interpretations and perspectives because, emotionally, the viewer is arrested by the next 

shot: a war-era photograph of a dead Confederate and dead Union soldier lying near each 
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other. The audience is encouraged to adopt the perspective of both Union and 

Confederate soldiers in the hand-held camera’s movement on the hill. With the shift to 

photos of dead soldiers, viewers are now encouraged to lament the death of the 

Confederates and Union soldiers as the photos are slowly panned. This seems designed to 

accommodate all Americans in their recognition of bravery and tragedy, reconciling and 

uniting them in common respect for nobility and common grief. The footage is unbiased 

except in its bias to celebrate the nation’s unity no matter how illusory the nation’s unity 

may reveal itself to be. As in recollections of the entire war, the use of the Gettysburg 

dead can be used to eliminate political dialogue and instead create an emotional 

commonplace.    

The grief is exacerbated in this scene by the condition of the bodies in many of 

the photos. Audiences are shown photos of dead soldiers with various signs of violence: 

rib cages torn open, skulls smashed, and arms severed lying next to their dead bodies. 

Showing these photos could have a variety of purposes. Burns shows them to 

commemorate the sacrifice made by these anonymous soldiers. Rather than exclusively 

lamenting the death of these soldiers who have not been introduced to the audience, the 

function of showing the war dead is an act of commemoration. 

 In The Killer Angels and Gettysburg the gore is heavily edited. When the reader 

or viewer is exposed to blood, the victim is typically anonymous or is a minor character. 

The same is true in this documentary. However, in this case, the visual rhetoric employed 

emphasizes a past without controversy. Although the grim details of death are present, 

rather than reflecting on who the soldiers were and examining the causes for which they 
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fought, unity is achieved through shared and abstract grief. The anonymity of the dead 

soldiers on film fosters unification. This unification is part of the ongoing development of 

nationalism that arises from the Civil War and that only arises through what John R. Neff 

calls “abridgement of memory” because “Americans have never hesitated to reinvent 

their past when memories prove to be uncomfortable” (239). The collective memory 

accepts abridged, invented, and edited versions of the past. Presenting graphic 

representations can be disturbing to the viewer but must not be so disturbing as to 

encourage the viewer to shut off the television. Or set the novel down. Or leave the movie 

theater. Or walk away from the computer. As Burns presents them, these photos of death 

are ennobling and unifying, anonymous and abstract so that they can be claimed by all 

citizens as members of the national Valhalla. As unknown soldiers, these representatives 

for all soldiers and their deaths belong to the nation entire. Thus, the grief of death and 

pride in their commitment to military duty is a shared experience for viewers. This is 

achieved through anonymity that doesn’t run the risk of particularizing or locating grief 

to any one individual or one segment of the nation. The anonymous dead soldiers are 

intended to represent a vital part of the audience’s national and collective heritage.  

Burns’ use of the war dead for rhetorical purposes places him in a tradition that 

stretches back at least to Pericles. When the dead soldiers are represented in Shaara, 

Maxwell, and Burns, they are used to foster future commitment to military duty. William 

Blair argues that such representations of the dead are not complicated because they 

discourage wonder about whether or not the men “had charged the enemy or had tried to 

flee, had hated their officers or had loved them, had embraced the cause or had created 
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their own reasons for performing the gruesome work of a soldier,” but are instead used 

for “creating an idealized nation” (Cities 206). As in the Reagan narrative, all soldiers are 

heroes. The imagining of this idealized nation continues in the film’s depiction of 

Pickett’s Charge on the third day of the Battle. 

This section features a lengthy focus on the nineteenth-century photographic 

portrait of General George Pickett. As Reardon has argued, the emphasis on Pickett in 

popular memory is due to a series of complex efforts and consistent misconceptions. 

Burns maintains this emphasis. As the Pickett photo fades, a scene of the current-day 

landscape is caught on film in color. There are no people in the shot, and the wide-open 

field looks like a farm field of no great importance as insects buzz, the sun shines, and a 

gentle breeze calmly brushes the foliage. As the viewer watches this scene of the Battle 

site, Shelby Foote informs the viewer that “it was an incredible mistake and there’s 

scarcely a trained soldier who didn’t know it was a mistake at the time it was done except 

possibly Pickett himself who was very happy he had a chance for glory.” When speaking 

about the soldiers preparing to make the charge, Foote tells the audience that every man 

“I am sure, knew that it should not have been made.” This assumption is not corroborated 

by any other speaker, but it reiterates the tragedy, heroism, and devotion to duty so 

essential to the mythic quality of this frontal assault on the Union position.  

The contemporary scene of the open field is juxtaposed with the next shot which 

is of a period photograph. It is a shot featuring two reclining men surrounded by trees 

behind a makeshift wall of wooden fence posts and stones. What is being shown in the 

photo is not clearly conveyed. As Lancioni has argued, this can encourage delayed 
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recognition and critical thought about the nature of meaning (402). McCullough’s voice-

over is played leading the viewer to believe that this is the area where the Confederates 

assembled before emerging into the open and into the Union fire. Burns’ camera lingers 

on this photo and the mythic and epic proportions of what is to happen next in the 

narrative are tempered with minutia. McCullough tells us that they waited in the stifling 

heat and to ease the tension, “some of the men pelted each other with green apples.” 

These details are combined to make the moments before the epic charge seem ordinary. 

History is personalized. The sound of birds and insects fill the soundtrack as Burns cuts 

between modern film shots and period photos, creating a seamless blend of the past and 

the present. 

The focus then shifts to the Union side as the Confederate artillery barrage begins. 

The period photos of Union soldiers eating and standing in camp are accompanied with 

the sound of cannon fire and the shout of orders to fire. The narrator informs the audience 

of the details while photos of dead Union soldiers appear, depicting the Confederate 

cannons hitting their marks and “softening the position” before the soldiers march toward 

and charge the Union position. The photo of Pickett appears once again and then is cut 

away from to present-day footage of the wheat fields and the farmland over which he 

ordered the men to march. The present-day shot features no people and the peace and 

natural elements are contrasted with the knowledge of the Battle under focus. Burns is 

heightening the sense of the tragic with the calm before the storm.  

The storm’s action is presented in the Paul Philippoteaux cyclorama that appears 

on the cover of The Killer Angels and is also shown during the credits of Gettysburg. This 
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cyclorama has been an extremely influential piece of sociological propaganda as it 

continues to linger in mass media. “The Universe of Battle” includes shots of it here to 

depict the Battle. Confederates march and clash with the Union center on Cemetery 

Ridge in the painting. As the film camera zooms in on portions of the painting, some 

soldiers are depicted firing their weapons, some running forward, some fighting with 

their fists, some climbing a wooden fence. As this occurs, letters written by eyewitnesses 

to the charge are read. The Confederate charge is contrasted with close-ups in the 

painting of Union soldiers standing and awaiting their enemies. Burns reframes the same 

painting several times and plays the sound of cannon fire and shouted orders of “fire” to 

infuse the painting with a sense of movement. The camera zooms in to painted scenes of 

Confederate and Union soldiers as they face each other, and shouts and gunfire on the 

soundtrack enhance the drama. Letters by eyewitnesses continue to be read. The camera, 

at times, cuts swiftly to various segments of the painting; at others, the director conducts 

a slow mobile pan that makes the still image on the cyclorama appear to be moving.  

After the audience is informed that the Union center held and the Confederates 

retreated, McCullough tells the audience that Lee rode out to meet his retreating divisions 

telling them, “All this has been my fault” with Foote returning to the screen after a photo 

of Lee atop a horse appears for a moment. While Lee still appears, the first few words of 

the following excerpt from Foote can be heard: “Probably his finest hour . . .” The viewer 

is encouraged to agree as the photo of Lee atop his horse and the film’s authority—

Foote—announces Lee’s finest hour. The filmed interview with Foote goes on, and the 

camera cuts away from the Lee photo to a close-up of the writer’s face, making the 
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moment quite personal and intimate as Foote continues, “was after the repulse of 

Pickett’s Charge. He walked out into the field, met the men retreating and said ‘It is all 

my fault.’ He told them that. He wrote to the government, to Jefferson Davis and said it 

was ‘all my fault. I asked more of the men than should have been asked of them.’”  

The same version of the charge that has appeared over the last one hundred years 

is solidified in the hands of a master documentary filmmaker. Pickett’s photo once again 

appears, and the camera quickly zooms in on his eyes while McCullough says, “Pickett 

never forgave Lee. Years later he said, ‘That old man had my division slaughtered.’” This 

critique—or any critique—is certainly not the emphasis of the segment; the audience was 

told only moments before by the film’s authoritative voice that the aftermath revealed 

Lee’s finest hour. The emphasis here is not placed on his age, his health, his order of the 

charge or any other aspect of the past that may add a new element to collective memory 

of Lee and the Battle. Instead, the focus is on the apology he shares with his men and 

President Davis.  

After the segment with Foote and the mention of Pickett’s critique, the tragedy of 

the charge is conveyed. Photos of the dead are shown while a slow piano version of the 

lament “Johnny Has Gone for a Soldier” plays, intensifying the pathos of the scene and 

encouraging sadness for Lee. Recollecting the contents of the tragic charge is done in 

quite conventional ways, though the style is innovative. Trimble, Pettigrew, and others 

involved in the Confederate attack still go unmentioned in the popular version of the 

charge. The Union officers and soldiers who were responsible for the charge’s repulse get 



 

 

  169 
 
 

 
 

 

few moments of emphasis. The exception to this is when Union soldiers’ letters are read 

that laud the Confederate troops for their bravery and commitment to duty.   

The veneration of Lee in failure is contrasted with the depredation of Union 

General Meade in victory. Earlier in the episode focused on the second day of combat, 

Burns includes a shot in which a photo of Meade appears while a voice-over reads a letter 

of orders apparently written by Meade. In the letter he writes, “All commanders are 

authorized to order the instant death of any soldier who fails in his duty at this hour.” 

This certainly conveys the importance of following orders and holding the ground that 

the commanding general felt was so important. But Burns has also taken the opportunity 

to create sympathy for Lee and disdain for Meade who has ordered the death penalty for 

his own men. This allows Lee to become the hero in defeat while Meade is given little 

attention except in portraying him as a sadistic taskmaster. The valorous but doomed 

underdog is glorified and the victors, ironically, are shown to be crude and cruel. This 

runs no risk to the victorious Union and aids in the unifying through celebration of valor. 

The Battle, once again, is recollected in a sentimental way at the expense of exploring 

anything other than the military outcome. 

The presentation of history in the film is not so different from what appeared a 

century ago and that continues to thrive. Though academic approaches to the past have 

changed and the technology to represent the past has changed, the dominant motifs stay 

the same in collective memory about the Battle of Gettysburg: images of Caucasian 

unification are the priority. This unification is effectively facilitated through celebration 
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of white soldiers, both Union and Confederate. Foner observes that throughout “The 

Universe of Battle” and in the entire series, Burns never implies that  

abandonment of the nation’s post-war commitment to equal rights for the former 
slaves was the basis on which former (white) antagonists could unite in the 
romance of reunion. In choosing to stress the preservation of the American nation 
state as the war’s most enduring consequence, Burns privileges a merely national 
concern over the great human drama of emancipation. (“Ken Burns” 105)  
 

The enduring failures and agonies of Reconstruction and tragic legacy of unequal rights 

persist today. But instead of interrogating the reasons for those enduring struggles, the 

sociological propaganda and embraced collective memory celebrate and encourage 

devotion to a great nation that imagines itself as redeemed through great martial sacrifice. 

The romance of nationalism through reunion that Foner, Blight, and others have 

identified is exemplified at the end of “The Universe of Battle” when Burns includes the 

definitive reunion scene. 

 

An Incomplete Reunion  

To close this episode of the documentary, the director includes footage of the 

nearly 55,000 veterans of the Battle who met at Gettysburg to commemorate the fiftieth 

anniversary of the Battle. Only sixteen percent of the veterans who attended were former 

Confederates (Patterson 140). But Burns does not include this detail. Nor does he reveal 

that the White House was segregated at the time of the reunion or that there were ongoing 

conflicts about which regiments and generals would have permanent memorials built on 

the battlefield. Instead, Burns follows the lead of the mass media that covered the 

reunion; it is regarded as a symbol of “reunion, progress, and peace” (Patterson 140). A 
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New York Times article written at the time asserted this sentiment: “The pilgrimage to 

Gettysburg on this anniversary proclaims to the world the solidarity of the American 

people: it is a significant warning to any of the great powers who mistake our political 

upheavals and internal strifes for a lack of homogeneity among the States” (Miller 5). 

The writer compares Waterloo, the Battle of Hastings, Marathon, and other European 

battles to Gettysburg and consistently argues that America’s Civil War is of greater 

meaning than those others. The death toll is the primary point of superiority according to 

the writer. But the reunion is represented in the article and in the documentary in similar 

ways though eighty years separate their production and social differences make Burns 

rhetorical choices much wider. Instead of implementing any more progressive argument, 

the reunion is used as the final symbol that the war has ended and the healing is complete. 

As Burns shows the old filmstrip that captures the veterans disembarking from their 

trains in Gettysburg for the reunion, he has the Gettysburg address read as the sentimental 

violin music of “Ashokan Farewell” plays on the soundtrack. The mixture of the music, 

the Lincoln speech, and the early film footage of the reunion makes the final emotional 

appeal and caps Burns’ efforts in this episode to celebrate the nation.  

Bosel argues that this film represents a version of the past in which “the Civil War 

does not constitute a rupture but rather an event that forms part of the growth process” 

(180). This view of history posits that the nation is always improving and striving 

forward. In this view, United States’ history is, without question, teleological. Combining 

this version of the past with a celebration of the military makes for simplistic and often 

dangerous nationalism that does not require individuals to take part in their own 
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democracy through critique and intervention. Rather, the Reagan rhetoric succeeds in 

presenting the reunion and it is depicted as complete and beneficial for all citizens. That 

the entire documentary series ends with more footage of this reunion and the 1938 

reunion at Gettysburg is indicative of Burns’ argument that the reunion has been 

completed. He supports a collective memory that celebrates the nation and unifies a 

version of the nation that is only possible through long term cultivation of imagination 

and defense of hegemony. Selective memory and ongoing oppression and support for 

violence are a part of this legacy of nationalism. Nationalism is an ongoing process that 

relies upon previously established propaganda even as new technologies develop that 

could foster more critical interrogations of the past. Instead, these technologies are often 

used to support simulacra.        

This segment of the documentary is made possible by the innovative film 

technology available in 1913. The late twentieth-century audience was able to see it as it 

was included in Burns’ innovative documentary. The reunion is captured and transferred 

to a new generation of viewers, yet the meaning is shaped by pre-existing sociological 

propaganda that is distributed using advanced technology. The hugging veterans who 

smile and laugh with one another and who traveled a great distance despite their 

advanced age seems to be an argument and another part of the sociological propaganda 

that emphasizes the conciliation and togetherness that the reunion symbolizes. Rather 

than viewing the reunion as a particular historical event with its own contingent meaning, 

in the context of the film, it appears to be the climax of the Battle of Gettysburg. Rather 

than inviting critique of dominant narratives about the lasting legacy of the war, Burns 
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once again makes an emotional appeal for reunion and nationalism. Through his 

innovative filmmaking techniques and technical skill, Burns reasserts an old argument 

about the war. Only a few short years after the documentary aired, the most recent 

technological innovation would, once again, present the Battle without encouraging 

reevaluations of the Battle’s complex causes and lingering consequences. The advanced 

technological medium of the computer game contributes a particular force to sociological 

propaganda about the past. The computer game Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! demonstrates—

once again—the ways in which sociological propaganda of an earlier age continues to 

make its way into the most technologically advanced artifacts of new media.  
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CHAPTER V: PLAYING THE BATTLE: SID MEIER’S GETTYSBURG! 

As The Killer Angels, Gettysburg, and “The Universe of Battle” reveal, many of 

the same myths and commonplaces arise across media that treat the Battle of Gettysburg 

as their subject. These commonplaces often feature historical details of questionable 

authenticity. But, more importantly for this dissertation, the disparities, evasions, and 

complexities of sociological propaganda reveal that disparities are only part of what 

serves hegemony. Interrogating the way that nationalism and support for the United 

States’ military are wrapped within popular narratives about the Battle of Gettysburg 

continues to be the subject of this project. Like all of the media studied thus far, computer 

games have a particular force in their role as sociological propaganda.   

Sociological propaganda is the source of much collective memory about the 

Battle of Gettysburg and is an inextricable piece in the continual process of nationalism. 

Nationalism requires that “the citizenry are daily reminded of their national place in the 

world of nations” (Billig 8). These reminders include flags, rituals, and common 

discourse that assume the existence of a national community. Along with these reminders 

are the artifacts of popular culture and mass media—including computer games—that 

cultivate audience subjectivities that will encourage their acquiescence to overt 

propaganda (Ellul 15). Overt propaganda calls for action on the audiences’ part. 

Sociological propaganda prepares the audience to accept such calls to action. In this 

chapter I argue that the computer game Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! is an artifact of 

sociological propaganda that bolsters the type of nationalism discussed throughout this 
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dissertation: nationalism tied to the celebration of military service. This technologically 

sophisticated medium distributes sociological propaganda common to pre-existing media. 

 

Adhering to Tradition 

Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! relies upon many of the same details found in all of the 

artifacts studied thus far: the characters, geographical locations, particular dates, and 

other historically verifiable details are quite consistent across the media that treat the 

Battle of Gettysburg. The previously discussed print industry, film industry, and 

television industry have created a deep well of similar information about the Battle. From 

a variety of sources and media, this game dips into this well and duplicates many of the 

commonplace details about the Battle in a new form. The interpretation presented is also 

quite consistent across media including the computer game. A significant amount of 

verifiable fact, popular myth, and historical inaccuracy combine within all the media to 

work as sociological propaganda.  

In contrast to many popular artifacts about the Battle, contemporary academic 

history may challenge misinformation and identify a variety of biases present in 

collective memory about the Battle of Gettysburg. Lawrence Levine indicates that 

contemporary history often works at “complicating simple pictures, finding intricacies, 

where before we had certainties, turning unity into multiplicity, clarity into ambiguity” 

(12). This sense of wonder that may disrupt certainties is not welcomed within collective 

memory because “thoughtful uncertainty seems neither profitable nor fashionable” in the 

contemporary United States (Covino 130). Within collective memory, the staying power 
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of misinformation, nationalistic bias, and simplistic interpretations of the past are 

bolstered by the sociological propaganda about the Battle. This sociological propaganda 

is commonly distributed through technologically sophisticated media that presents simple 

and reassuring answers to complicated issues. These media thrive in the marketplace of 

entertainment and popular culture and often work against the academic historian. Though 

the computer game medium is the most recently developed of the media studied in this 

dissertation, it still relies on collective memory. As this new technology has emerged, the 

older ones have not suddenly disappeared. Moreover, those older media continue to 

function as archives for new generations.     

Jay David Bolter and Robert Grusin assert that “all mediation is remediation” 

(55). They also propose that every medium “refashions its predecessors” (19). Thus, 

technological innovation depends upon previous media, with one leading to the next but 

also remaining present within the new. As innovators with media work to represent 

reality more effectively than their progenitors, they offer a more “immediate or authentic 

experience” of what they represent (19). The technological innovation arises from the 

technical and creative developments of the past. But the rhetorical choices available are 

also shaped by perspectives from the past; the content of new media about the Battle of 

Gettysburg depends on the content included in previous media. Bolter and Grusin write, 

“New media are not external agents that come to disrupt an unsuspecting culture. They 

emerge from within cultural contexts, and they refashion other media, which are 

embedded in the same or similar contexts” (19). When the producers of new technologies 

have depicted the Battle of Gettysburg, they offer audiences an opportunity to learn, 
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relearn, challenge, or reinforce narratives and perspectives shaped in the past. In the case 

of all the artifacts under study in this dissertation, the popular version of the Battle 

typically goes unchallenged when it is passed on from one generation of media to the 

next.  

Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! uses media such as live action and animated film in 

cinematic cut scenes between action sequences; the game also relies on period music that 

plays quite consistently during the game; written text informs the player throughout the 

game; voice actors also have a prominent role. These pre-existing media are remediated 

in the new. Though this technical combination of multiple media is innovative, the story 

told within the game remains quite faithful to other iterations of the Battle. A similar 

version of the Battle has been told countless times across generations of media. Out of 

this milieu of novels, films, magazine articles, other games, and media, this computer 

game emerges. Repetition authenticates. Embraced as authentic, this popular version 

affirms the exceptional nature of the United States and its heroic soldiers.  

Using events of the past to justify nationalism is ubiquitous in sociological 

propaganda, but the Battle of Gettysburg has proven to be particularly “fertile ground for 

this type of cultural behavior” (Desjardin 201). Producers of new artifacts need only 

become familiar with the pre-existing sociological propaganda and re-package it to 

continue reifying a particular version of the Battle. Like other media that use well-known 

historical events as their setting, computer games bring particular attributes to the 

distribution of sociological propaganda. The Killer Angels, Gettysburg, and “The 

Universe of Battle” are all examples of fixed narratives that certainly allow for multiple 
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interpretations, but, the computer game requires a particular responsibility on the part of 

the player that make it different from these other media.  

Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! is an example of a real-time strategy game. This genre 

emphasizes “strategy as opposed to fast action or the use of quick reflexes, which are 

usually not necessary for success in these games” (Wolf 132). The player in a real-time 

strategy game usually must co-ordinate many different operations that are ongoing while 

their opponent—whether the artificial intelligence in the game or a human player—does 

the same. The Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! player must position large groups of soldiers, co-

ordinate the placement of artillery, and finish an objective within an allotted amount of 

time. At the start of the game, the player chooses to command the Union or the 

Confederate Army as martial drums and music play. After they select their side, they then 

choose to either play one of twenty two scenarios that the Battle has been segmented 

into—some based on historical records, others are “what if” scenarios—or they may 

choose to fight all of these scenarios in order and approximate fighting the entire Battle 

from beginning to end. From “First Encounter” to “High Water Mark: Pickett’s Charge” 

famous scenarios from the Battle are represented throughout the game. The game also 

offers speculative engagements that allow different strategies and tactics that defy the 

historical record. Throughout most of the game, the player controls much of their own 

army’s behavior but there are many times when older media are integrated into the game 

that do not grant as much control to the player.  

Cut scenes—short films—are featured throughout the game between scenarios. 

The player can skip these films but cannot alter them. Most of these are animated 
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representations of a map featuring locations throughout the Gettysburg area. These cut 

scenes provide information the player will need once the game resumes. Also, there are 

several cut scenes that feature live-action film. These appear at the start of the game and 

at the end of each day’s engagement if the player chooses to engage the whole battle from 

day one through three. When the player is watching these cut scenes, they have little 

control over the action appearing on the screen. They can watch and learn what their 

objective is in the next scenario or watch a re-enactment of soldiers between combat. The 

player has little control in these moments. The player is a fairly passive audience 

watching the static narrative on-screen much like they would for a traditional stand-alone 

film. More often throughout the game, the player has a much more significant amount of 

influence on the narrative. Though short films are featured prominently within the game, 

this artifact departs in many ways from that medium.  

Mark J. P. Wolf writes, “[t]hough we may refer to film spectatorship as ‘active,’ 

due to the viewer’s ongoing attempt to make sense of the film, the video game player is 

even more active, making sense of the game as well as causing and reacting to the events 

depicted” (3). Readers and film viewers are able to interpret and participate in the making 

of meaning when they view a film, television documentary, or read a book. A computer 

game offers a degree of interaction that is also unique to this medium. To be a player, the 

individual cannot only watch or passively observe the material. Like an active reader of a 

book or film, the player must take responsibility for making meaning. But instead of 

“merely watching the actions of the main character, as we would in a film, with every 

outcome of events predetermined when we enter the theater, we are given a surrogate 
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character (the player-character) through which we can participate in and alter events in 

the game’s diegetic world” (Wolf 93). This diegetic world—the world represented on the 

screen—is open to manipulation and alteration by the player to a degree unavailable 

within most artifacts of mass media. A game about the Battle of Gettysburg—that allows 

for “playing” with the historical record and collective memory—brings attributes to the 

distribution of sociological propaganda that are particular to the current media age.  

Jon Dovey and Helen W. Kennedy argue that computer games give players a 

unique sense of agency within a contemporary environment inextricably tied to electronic 

media. Though many new media are blurring the lines between consumer and producer, 

much of the media that surrounds audiences on a consistent basis are not of the 

audience’s creation. Dovey and Kennedy call this environment the “mediasphere.” When 

audiences watch television, film, advertising, and other similar widespread media forms, 

they are quite clearly audiences. They may be active, passive, distracted or focused, but 

they are audiences nonetheless. Computer games are a part of this mediasphere but are a 

form that “compels the user’s participation in the realm of spectacle, acting out, having 

agency within the mediasphere” (13). In his 1995 book Media Culture, Douglas Kellner 

asserts that a “media culture has emerged in which images, sounds, and spectacles help 

produce the fabric of everyday life, dominating leisure time, shaping political views and 

social behaviors, and providing the materials out of which people forge their very 

identities” (1). As I have been arguing throughout this dissertation, the link between 

popular media and a particular type of nationalism within the United States has been 

evolving for at least a century. This form of nationalism has been aided by industrial and 
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now digital innovations that allow for immersion and participation with popular history 

and this can be regarded as a significant technological development. But the sociological 

propaganda of the past severely limits the rhetorical choices available when representing 

the Battle of Gettysburg. Even within the most advanced media, to gain popularity, the 

way that the Battle is represented must be acceptable to the collective memory’s 

expectations.  

 

A Playable Text 

The computer game is open to manipulation. The text is playable. This is 

reflective of the changing society in which computer generated media is increasingly 

being altered and appropriated by audiences. Like all media, computer games are not 

shaped exclusively by the producer or by the player. The outcome of the game depends 

upon player/reader actions as well as the designer’s. However, the computer game worlds 

that players enter are places “where causes and effects are made to seem almost entirely 

subject to player control” (McAllister 37). This illusion of control may bolster the 

sociological propaganda about the Battle that is presented in Sid Meier’s Gettysburg!.  

When the player turns on the computer game, he or she is witnessing and 

participating in a simplified representation of the past. In a game like Sid Meier’s 

Gettysburg! the player has the option of altering the outcome in this representation of the 

historical event. The Confederacy may “win” the Battle or the Union may be victorious 

in a wholly unique way depending on the player’s actions. The player may depart from 

the verifiable historical record and take advantage of the game’s “soft rails.” Games with 
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“hard rails” structure the outcome within the game and restrict the player’s experience 

much more rigidly than do games with “soft rails” (Jenkins and Squire 69). Games on 

“soft rails” allow for multiple outcomes, scenarios, and situations to unfold even though 

the subject may be a historical event in which the outcome is well-known. Like many 

games that depict the past, Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! is on soft rails. For many games that 

represent the Civil War, as Kaufman notes, “there would be little attraction to a game in 

which the outcome of the Battle is pre-determined by historical fact” (122). The player 

has the option to try a variety of strategies that may have not been successful or even 

attempted during the historical event.  

Nonetheless, encouraging the player to interact with the sociological propaganda 

of collective memory does not necessarily allow for resistance to the dominant themes 

about that past. These simulated alterations to the historical record may allow for 

readings that are resistant to collective memory, but deep immersion and a high degree of 

interactivity in a game will not necessarily lead to such resistance. If the player’s 

perspective on the past has already been cultivated by sociological propaganda from 

novels, films, textbooks, poems, oral histories, and other sources offering a similar 

perspective, then space is limited for subversive readings or critical response. The 

arguments about interpreting the past have seemingly been laid to rest within collective 

memory.  

Popular versions of the Battle have become so commonplace that altering them in 

collective memory is incredibly challenging though academic history seems to continue 

the effort. For instance, the popular versions of Pickett’s Charge and the defense of Little 
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Round Top are regarded as nearly sacred in the collective memory for their depictions of 

heroism even though the sources of this memory have been questioned (Desjardin; 

Reardon). These stories have come to be known as facts and these “facts” bolster the 

version of the past that encourages nationalism. When the player alters the outcome 

verified by history, the popular version of events gains legitimacy. The game may allow 

playing with the past, but ultimately the foundation of collective memory thrives. The 

challenge to the historical record allowed in the game is a fiction. But this fiction is 

contrasted with the popular version of the past. However, the agreed-upon collective 

memory is a fiction as well. It is not regarded as such. When the player can agitate that 

historical record, the popular record is given legitimacy because alternate versions of the 

past assert that there is a “real” version of the past. 

Playing alternative versions of the past reinforce the authenticity of the popular 

and cherished versions to which they are compared. Ellul argues that audiences of 

propaganda who are surrounded by propaganda become mithridatized by it. The average 

computer game player within the United States has been digesting propaganda 

throughout his or her entire life, but this “does not mean,” notes Ellul, that “he becomes 

insensitive to propaganda, that he turns from it, that he is immune. It means exactly the 

opposite” (183). Rather than being immune to the ideological content of propaganda, 

“[h]e continues to obey the catchwords of propaganda, though he no longer listens to it” 

(183). The propaganda is not regarded as such.  

Propaganda in defense of nationalism is no longer an argument in opposition to 

other arguments; it is a truth. The arguments within such commonplaces can be studied 
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effectively if they are identified as arguments rather than assertions of reality.  As 

Baudrillard argues about Disneyland: “Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to 

make us believe that the rest is real, whereas all of Los Angeles and the America that 

surrounds it are no longer real, but belong to the hyperreal order and to the order of 

simulation” (13). Similarly, the historical record is regarded as true in the collective 

memory and the game is regarded as simply “playing around with the facts” as if those 

facts are beyond question. Historical “truth” has been established through repetition. The 

player may alter “the truth” in the game and if sociological propaganda is successful, the 

truth will be reaffirmed without contestation.   

Within games that use the Civil War as their subject, strategy, points, supplies and 

other strategic military decisions are the focus. The metastory that lingers behind the 

consequences of the war is evaded. Thus, games such as Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! may 

simulate a particular version of the Battle but also leave out issues that may have 

influenced the causes of the conflict: slavery, state’s rights, federal power, and other 

issues related to the war’s causes and consequences are not part of the game world. 

Kaufman writes that such games allow the player “to evade or avoid the metastory, just 

as the ultimate object of the game as a source of vicarious pleasure is to evade or avoid 

the real even as it faithfully simulates it” (124). The irony that Blight and others have 

identified in Civil War memory is again at work here: the faithful detail to battle is the 

focus while the more complex causes and consequences of the war are evaded. Recalling 

the Civil War and the Battle of Gettysburg in mass media has often become an occasion 

to celebrate military duty. In collective memory and the artifacts that hold such memory, 
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some details are obsessively documented while others remain hidden in the subconscious. 

The popular version of the Battle of Gettysburg is made “real” through a static narrative 

about the past that has remained largely unchanged across media including within the 

emergent technology most capable of altering the collective memory about the Battle: 

computer games.  

Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! is a digital remediation of older board games that 

represented the Battle. These games rely upon the historical record that has been called 

into question (Blight; Desjardin; Reardon; Weeks).  Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! follows in a 

long line of games about war and about this Battle in particular that use historically 

available material that may or may not be accurate. In many ways, these games about the 

Battle—regardless of their medium—have remained static. For instance, Avalon Hill’s 

1988 release Gettysburg 125 Year Anniversary Edition is a board game described by the 

manufacturer as 

a game played by moving blue and gray units representing the infantry, cavalry 
and artillery formations present at the historic battle on a detailed mapboard 
representing the actual battlefield's terrain. You can be Gen. Robert E. Lee and 
command the hard-hitting Confederate Army of North Virginia… or You can be 
Gen. George G. Meade and command the stubborn but unlucky Union Army of 
the Potomac in its greatest crisis. Will history repeat itself or can it be changed? 
Your decisions will make the difference.  
 

The description of this game could be used as the description of Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! 

and the many other games that are produced about the Battle. These types of games fit 

into a long history of “playing war” with miniature representations of soldiers (Daiken; 

Hamlin). In 1913, H. G. Wells articulated his great love of war games when he published 

one of the first rule books for games involving toy soldiers called Little Wars. Though the 
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term was not then in use, Kaufman asserts that Wells may have been the first “grognard:” 

a person who is “a near obsessive devotee of war games” (120). This tradition of playing 

war elides the most disturbing aspects of combat: death, injury, and long term 

psychological damage. Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! resembles these games in many ways 

even though the computer game is a much more recent technological development. 

Obvious differences distinguish the board and miniature games from the computer game. 

But their similarities in tone and treatment of the Battle indicate the power of sociological 

propaganda to cross generations of media. The tradition of playing war, depicting it as 

clean and merely tactical, has created and been created by an environment in which 

collective memory about past wars is used for nationalistic purposes. Sid Meier’s 

Gettysburg! adheres to this tradition.  

 

Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! as Sociological Propaganda 

The game is critically acclaimed: named PC Wargame of the year in 1998 by 

Computer Gaming Magazine and listed as the Editor’s Choice by both Gamespot On-

Line and by PC Gamer that same year (Firaxis.com). In 2001 the game was re-released in 

the Sid Meier’s Civil War Collection along with games that represent the Battle at 

Antietam and the South Mountain campaign. Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! follows in the same 

footsteps of the previous versions of the Battle: the complex and disturbing implications 

of the war and its aftermath are left out of the popular narrative. Though the technological 

and artistic skill of the developer cannot be disregarded, the version of the Battle that 
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Meier provides accords with collective memory. Had it not, the possibilities of such 

success may have been difficult to achieve.  

The game reaffirms the sentimental beliefs in the military’s ties to nationalism. It 

does not ask the player to question this depiction of the military nor assess the causes and 

consequences of the Battle. It does not envision a nationalism that questions militarism. 

Though each artifact under study throughout this dissertation has not been in the same 

medium, under close scrutiny of all these media, a set of conventions emerge about the 

Battle of Gettysburg. Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! continues a tradition that makes the Civil 

War Battle of Gettysburg into a genre of its own regardless of the medium used to tell the 

story.   

The player views the map of the game from a bird’s eye point of view and does 

not have a particular avatar on the screen. Instead, like in many real-time strategy 

computer games, the player is not assigned a specific character and is not represented in 

the game as an individual at all. Instead, the player is omnipresent, able to control large 

groups of soldiers, and alter the view of the proceedings. The player has the ability to 

scan large areas of land that are represented in the game’s map that features the names of 

authentic geographical locations from the Battleground. When the player scrolls the 

cursor across the screen, the words “McPherson’s Hill,” “Cemetery Ridge,” “Seminary 

Hill,” “the Devil’s Den,” “Little Round Top,” and other such places that are part of the 

Gettysburg landscape and lore appear on the screen.  

The player uses the mouse to select and drag groups of soldiers within the army 

the player has chosen to command. The groups of soldiers are subdivided into three sets: 
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division, brigade, and regiment. Depending on the engagement in the game, the player 

may be directing tens of thousand of soldiers or only few hundred. The Corps 

Commanders—those generals who oversee collections of divisions are not typically 

represented in the gameplay. High-ranking commanders like Union General Meade, and 

Confederate Generals Lee and Longstreet are also not typically represented during 

gameplay but representations of these characters and others are featured in animations 

before action sequences. Voice actors portray these characters at intervals throughout the 

game and in cinematic and animated cut scenes between scenarios.  

The player can control division commanders, brigade commanders, or individual 

regiments. A Corps is made up of many tens or even hundreds of thousands of soldiers 

and then subdivided into divisions. These Divisions are made up of tens of thousands of 

soldiers who are then divided into brigades. Brigades consist of a few thousand soldiers 

that are divided into regiments each made up of a few hundred soldiers. In the game—

and in the historical and military record—each regiment is identified by a number and the 

state in which it was formed. In the course of the game, the player can control the 

individual commander who oversees all the brigades that make up a division. This 

general is able to rally troops when a regiment has been decimated because, if a regiment 

suffers great loss, the artificial intelligence in the game forces it to retreat from the Battle. 

Depending on the depth of loss, the regiment can be rallied and returned to the fight after 

a short while.  

From division commander, to brigade commander, to regiment, the player can 

only control the individual division commanders and brigadier generals, both of whom 
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are positioned far from the site of conflict and are impervious to harm. They offer little 

advantage in the game other than the ability to rally troops and look at the line of sight of 

a particular engagement. The line of site command reveals the topography of the map and 

is some advantage in competing within the game. At the regimental level, the 

representation of an individual ceases; the entire regiment must be moved collectively. 

Though individual soldiers do appear, they are symbolic of approximately twenty 

soldiers. They are a kind of synecdoche providing the game with a manageable interface; 

representing tens of thousands of individual soldiers on screen may not be practical 

technologically nor manageable for the player. 

In order to legitimate the information being represented in the game, the 

developers have included extensive detail into many aspects of the Battle. Many aspects 

of the game are matters of historical record and are represented in great detail not because 

they are essential to the games rules but because they are instrumental in immersing the 

player in a particular environment. Many of the character names, the dates, and the 

geography correspond with a variety of documented sources. The generals who were 

present and their brigades are represented in historically verifiable ways. When the player 

selects a particular regiment to move, the regiment is identified at the bottom of the 

computer screen. For instance, General Archer commands five regiments in his brigade: 

the1st Tennessee, 7th Tennessee, 5th Alabama, 13th Alabama, and 14th Tennessee. These 

are clearly identified in the game and correspond with historical documentation. The 

player can also see the regiment’s number of men and their morale status which is 
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included in the on-screen interface. The first encounter at McPherson’s Hill is also well 

documented and this conflict makes up the first in the game.  

Though this encounter is quite small in comparison to many others in the game, it 

is representative of how “battle” is played. As with all the scenarios in the game, prior to 

the start of the engagement, the player views an animated scene in which a map of the 

Battlefield is displayed. Small framed paintings of generals appear on the screen and 

voice actors portray their conversation. If the player has selected to command the 

Confederate forces, they see the map while Generals Heth and Hill discuss sending troops 

into Gettysburg. If the player is commanding the Union military, the player watches the 

same map and listens to the conversation between Generals Buford and Reynolds discuss 

their battle plans.  

After this scene, the interface changes, the map fades, and the player is now 

viewing the game map upon which they will participate. The area that is under focus, 

McPherson’s Hill in this case, is presented from a bird’s eyes view and a voice actor 

informs the player of their objective in this particular scenario: “You must hold this 

position at the end of the Battle” and the text “McPherson’s Hill” and its point value 

become bold over that particular area of the map. The voice actor then indicates which 

generals are present, which brigades are available, if reinforcements are on their way, and 

other pertinent information.  

The player is now engaged in the contest and, when they roll the mouse cursor 

across the representation of soldiers, they can see the States from which the regiments 

come and the number of soldiers within each. At the top of the screen, the player can see 
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various words that, when selected with the cursor, allow them to see information about 

reinforcements, review scenario objectives, and other details. Across the bottom of the 

screen, a more detailed interface appears with icons that will make the regiments and 

brigades form a line, get in columns, march quickly, charge, and so on. Once the soldiers 

of each army move within viewing distance of each other, they fire their rifles and 

cannon and charge each other’s lines in efforts to seize or hold their objective. The player 

can control much of the action, but once engaged in the fighting, the regiments will fire, 

retreat, or hold their position when certain conditions are met. In this way, much of the 

outcome is out of the player’s control as they can only position their soldiers. The player 

cannot completely control the aim of their weapons or their effectiveness.       

The interface makes controlling certain aspects of the game quite simple. The 

game also conveys specific detail about the Battle that the player may have previously 

only seen on film, read about in books like, or imagined at the Battlefield. The details are 

many and will accord with many other sources. But, in some regards, the details of 

combat are quite sparse. The authenticity and detail make the game’s sociological 

propaganda particularly effective because it is conveying a wealth of authentic material 

while also satisfying expectations of Civil War combat cultivated in other media for 

generations. As has been the case for nearly a century, the details that may challenge the 

dominant collective memory of the Battle are elided.  

Being able to interact with these historical details, characters, and locales all while 

agitating the historically documented outcome is a key component of this computer 

game’s role in distributing sociological propaganda. The player can take what seem to be 
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facts that are beyond dispute and play with them. The reaffirmation of these facts is 

bolstered by the credibility of the designer. In all of the artifacts studied throughout this 

dissertation, the ethos of the artist adds to the force of sociological propaganda. Shaara, a 

soldier who won the Pulitzer Prize adds these credentials to his version of history; Martin 

Sheen, Tom Berenger, and other famed actors involved in the film Gettysburg add their 

celebrity to the version of history presented in that film; his technical skill and the 

reputation of the Public Broadcasting System allow Ken Burns to effectively distribute 

sociological propaganda that seems nothing like propaganda. In all of these media, those 

who make the products are able to reaffirm collective memory, in part, due to their 

reputations and their technical skill. The same is true in regard to the game designer Sid 

Meier.    

Many of Sid Meier’s games are regarded as seminal in computer game 

development. Multiple titles that he developed such as Railroad Tycoon (Microprose, 

1990), Civilization (Microprose, 1991), Alpha Centuari (Firaxis, 1999), and others 

continue to spawn sequels and have been fundamental in the development of the 

computer gaming industry. Gamespot’s series of articles “The Sid Meir Legacy” contains 

the argument that “every Sid Meier game is worthwhile, even to those only marginally 

interested in the subject matter” (Coleman). When reporting the announcements of 

Meier’s 2008 Game Developer’s Choice Lifetime achievement award, James Brightman 

of GameDaily wrote “PC gaming industry luminary Sid Meier will receive the highest 

honor at this year's Game Developers Choice Awards” (gamedaily.com). Meier has been 

inducted into the Computer Museum of America’s Hall of Fame and labeled the “Father 
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of Computer Gaming” (computer-museum.org.). He was also given a lifetime 

achievement award by the Academy of Interactive Arts and Sciences in 1999 

(interactive.org). The designer’s credibility and his technical skill add legitimacy to the 

sociological propaganda he reaffirms. When an expert designer like Meier utilizes this 

powerful and highly engaging technological medium and combines skill with fantasies of 

fun-filled battle and representations of abstract violence, a potent tool for sociological 

propaganda emerges.  

 

The Meat Problem Continued 

Esther MacCallum-Stewart and Justin Parsler suggest that computer games about 

history have the potential to offer “an important contribution to the ways in which history 

itself can be conceptualized” (203). Computer games that are rich in historical detail like 

Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! allow for alternative representations of history and may 

encourage the player to question whether or not any historical representation is definitive. 

This may enrich and encourage reflecting on the past in ways that make collective 

memory more complex. The player may also enrich their understanding of history 

through the game because it allows them to approximate some of the choices that real 

people had to make at a particular time in the past and—if the game is effective—allow 

the player to have an emotional reaction to their choices and the consequences. The 

player is also challenged to manage resources, plan ahead, and monitor a variety of 

actions that are occurring simultaneously. Though the game may offer opportunities to 
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reflect on causes and consequences of war, the game certainly does not encourage 

rumination on the effects of combat.  

As I have argued in earlier chapters, all of the artifacts under study leave out 

graphic details of combat horror. Like the others, Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! avoids 

depicting graphic scenes of violence as is the tradition in games and many artifacts about 

the Civil War. In the course of playing the game, the player can magnify the view on 

regiments. When a regiment is depicted as suffering losses, if the player zooms in on that 

group of soldiers, some will be shown lying still on the ground: no bloodied limbs, no 

scenes of soldiers suffering graphic injury, or other indications of battlefield violence are 

included in the gameplay. Like many of the artifacts studied throughout this dissertation, 

reminders of the impact of violence are excised from the collective memory. This is 

understandable when such graphic depictions of gore may compromise the commercial 

viability of the artifacts.  

The film Gettysburg—for the most part—avoids representing gore and horrific 

injury that soldiers suffered. Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! shows even less gore or viscera than 

Gettysburg. Furthermore, though Shaara does not regularly go into great detail about the 

injuries that soldiers suffered in his novel, he does make some attempt to remind readers 

of the physical consequences that combat might entail. In the Burns’ film, a variety of 

images remind viewers that death and injury are consequences of combat. Though 

consequences of violence are of limited importance for all these artifacts, Sid Meier’s 

Gettysburg! seems most intent to disdain any reminder of these consequences. Thus, the 

most technologically advanced and contemporary artifact under study in this dissertation 
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is also the most censored in its depiction of violence. This is revelatory about the 

collective memory that it supports.  

Meier relies on pre-existing sociological propaganda: American soldiers—

whether Union or Confederate—are inherently heroic and battle is a thrill within the 

game. The game does not establish the worth of soldiers and makes little effort to create 

an emotional relationship with them. The game does include cinematic cut scenes that 

depict soldiers in various scenes of encampment, marching, and other aspects of military 

life. Some even feature re-enactors depicting soldiers with injuries or worn shoes and the 

resulting bleeding feet from endless marching. There is an attempt at immersing the 

player in a representation of the Battle that will not remind them of the consequences of 

battle. Sustaining the heroic myth of noble soldiers may be compromised if American 

soldiers are depicted as fearfully, viciously, and graphically murdering other American 

soldiers. The strength of collective memory cannot bear the weight of certain reminders 

of the war. Though some details are censored, the users’ manual demonstrates that the 

developers, designers, and programmers spent a considerable amount of time 

implementing particular details to coincide with the historical records. Specific brigades, 

regiments, locations, and dates are identified throughout the game according to this 

record. Rich detail in some aspects of the game juxtaposed with antiseptic depictions of 

violence make the lack of verisimilitude even more glaring.  

During the 1990s, games like Mortal Kombat were becoming more graphic in 

their depiction of violence. Creating the most graphic death sequences in such games 

seemed to be a necessity. Home computer games also followed this trajectory with games 
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like DOOM which depicted graphic violence including the representation of blood. 

Though it is a contemporary of these games and had the technology and expertise 

available to depict violence graphically, Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! maintains a distance 

from gore. Real-time strategy games are most often less photo realistic than many other 

genres like first-person shooters or third person fighting games. However, the subject of 

the game also influences the way that graphic violence is represented since depicting 

violence realistically in regard to this battle has been made taboo in upholding the 

collective memory.  

Both DOOM and Mortal Kombat include fantastical plots that are influenced by 

science-fiction in DOOM’s case and hyperbolic martial arts films in the case of Mortal 

Kombat. As has been the case with countless other popular artifacts that represent the 

Battle of Gettysburg, collective memories of the Battle have been shaped by forces 

seeking simplicity and closure. The Battle site itself has been altered from a location 

where mass murder took place into a locale “where visitors could lose themselves in 

pleasant family activity” where visitors could reflect sentimentally on what happened but 

also forget the “messy issues such as the meaning of the Civil War, its causes, or how 

Civil War firearms could shred flesh” (Weeks 142). For almost one-hundred and fifty 

years, representing and reflecting on the Battle of Gettysburg has been morphing into an 

occasion for treacle filled sentimentality that bolsters nationalism. Horror of combat is 

forgotten while, ironically, the Battle is obsessively detailed in many popular artifacts.  

Sid Meier articulates a position that seems to have influenced many popular 

representations of the Battle. Though the war was one of the bloodiest and, on a massive 
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scale, emotionally painful episodes in human history, it can still be reflected on in the 

following way by Sid Meier as he discusses the game: “I think it captures what I think of 

as the Civil War. I've played a lot of Civil War games, but this is, in my imagination, 

what the Civil War is like. The cool part of the Civil War is the Battlefield, the 

excitement, the action, the surprise seeing those guys coming out of the woods and seeing 

if I have time to get in a formal [formation] line” (Coleman). The developer sees the war 

as “cool.” The game developer has also come to believe that he knows what a Civil War 

battle “felt” like.  

After discussing the continuum upon which simulation games can be placed 

depending on their fidelity to what they are representing, Kurt Squire reminds his readers 

that “Distinguishing between high and low-fidelity simulations is useful for instructional 

designers as it opens possibilities for thinking about simulations not as direct physical 

embodiments of physical systems but rather as interpretations of portions of reality 

modeled through a symbolic system” (31). When the subject is war, the simulation can 

surely not be accurate. Nor would this be desirable for the player. Yet attention to detail 

and verisimilitude seems to be at the forefront of Meier’s imagination. His representation 

of war includes selecting details that will offer players an enjoyable experience that 

hardly resembles actual combat. By making warfare fun, the designer is spreading 

sociological propaganda about combat in general with the Battle of Gettysburg as his 

subject in particular. When war can be depicted as a contest in which no one gets hurt, 

war is made to seem less horrific and without consequences. If this game was the only 

mass media representation of the Battle, perhaps it would be compared to more rigorous 
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historical studies of the Battle and disregarded for its lack of verisimilitude, but the Battle 

of Gettysburg has been consistently called upon to re-affirm the nobility of the soldiers 

while the causes and consequences of the Civil War are avoided. This collective memory 

is repeated in sociological propaganda so often that when overt propaganda calling the 

nation to war is invoked, citizens can call upon their nation’s imaginary history and 

imagine soldiers of the greatest nobility ready to serve it.   

In his 2005 article “Playing War: The Emerging Trend of Real Virtual Combat in 

Current Video Games,” Brian Cowlishaw argues that computer games about war work as 

propaganda for future wars “[b]y hiding ugly realities and producing cinematic cotton 

candy, the games make real war seem exciting, heroic, even fun. And so hawkish 

political candidates seem not bellicose, but reasonable. Rapidly escalating defense costs 

look not wasteful, but common-sensical. Thus our two-front war rolls on and on and on” 

(639). The depiction of war in popular entertainment and mass media has consequences 

and games alone cannot be blamed for political policy. Instead, games are a piece in a 

larger puzzle of sociological propaganda.  

 

Hegemony and Play 

In “Video Games and the Future of Learning,” the authors argue that “[w]e want 

to be clear from the start that video games are no panacea. Like books and movies, they 

can be used in anti-social ways. Games are inherently simplifications of reality, and 

current games often incorporate—or are based on—violent and sometimes misogynistic 

themes” (Schaffer, et al. 3). Though their point is important and worth making, it lacks 
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complexity. They cite violence and misogyny as problematical issues related to computer 

games. This indicates a focus on the most simplistic and overt charges that are directed at 

the medium. The quotidian sociological propaganda that is buttressed by computer games 

is more difficult to identify and challenge than overt violence and misogyny. When a 

game includes material that is clearly misogynistic, racist, cruel, or otherwise morally 

offensive, the games are often so “immediately troubling that responding to them is 

relatively uncomplicated. More troubling is how computer games may be exerting 

instructional force at the quotidian and implicative levels” (McAllister 55). Many people 

play games that may be morally reprehensible and many players may be perfectly aware 

of the morally questionable material within such games; violence and misogyny within a 

game like Grand Theft Auto is easy to identify, and the social costs to an individual who 

behaves similar to the characters within that game are quite clear. A computer game’s 

impact on collective memory is not as clear, however. When assumptions about everyday 

life and unquestioned ideologies are intertwined within games, these commonplaces can 

continue to support hegemonies in which violence, the oppression of millions, and 

celebration of militant nationalism are the norm. Through artifacts of entertainment, mass 

media, and popular culture, cultural hegemony achieves a type of oppression through 

consent. Though they may do this also, computer games are not only tools for the 

promotion of misogyny and violent crime.  

The authors of “Video Games and the Future of Learning” continue, making the 

argument that computer games should be embraced as sites to teach players a 

“community’s situated understandings, effective social practices, powerful identities, and 
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shared values” (8). Shared values are not a priori positive.  If the shared values of a 

community exacerbate power inequality, normalize violence, and create conditions for 

perpetual war, perhaps these values should be interrogated instead of reproduced. Sid 

Meier’s Gettysburg! and other games that include a wealth of historical detail are not 

always developed with strictly pedagogical ends in mind, but, whether intentionally or 

not, computer games always teach. Intentionally or not, computer games reveal 

characteristics of the culture that embraces them and teach a variety of community 

values.    

From computer games like Oregon Trail (Minnesota Educational Computing 

Consortium, 1974) to Carmen Sandiego: The Secret of the Stolen Drum (Bam! 

Entertainment, 2004) computer games have been embraced as educational tools 

(Prensky). The MIT affiliated Games-to-Teach project has been developing games that 

encourage students to learn principles of physics, immunology, and engineering (Squire). 

Games have been harnessed to teach many traditional subjects including national history. 

However, games that do not have the explicit intent of educating players are as powerful 

in their educational impact.  

In Marc Prensky’s Digital Game-Based Learning, he notes the vast potential that 

computer games have in the classroom and business world as simulators. Computer 

games can and are used to teach engineering, biology, accounting, business management 

and a variety of other applications. Many games are labeled “edutainment” for these very 

reasons: they are designed to entertain and educate. Prensky is a committed proponent of 

such games because he argues that playing a game that is engaging and rewarding will 
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offer an education that is not “tell-test, either content-centered or instructor-centered” 

(90). Computer games may allow for the player to control the speed at which material is 

learned to an exceptional degree compared to other educational media, he observes. 

Furthermore, he asserts that the computer game has the potential to return pedagogy to a 

more traditional state. He argues, “[b]efore the time of printed books, learning was done 

primarily through questioning, storytelling, imitation, practice, and play” (91). If 

successful computer games are designed with important educational content in mind, 

when they are played they will be accomplishing “‘stealth learning’ so that players enjoy 

themselves while doing it and realize that they have learned after” (96). But Prensky is 

leaving out an important component of analysis.  

McAllister asserts that “all computer games teach something to players” (33). 

Prensky’s argument avoids the question that McAllister posits when discussing the game 

Red Faction. Though focused on this particular game, McAllister’s observation can be 

applied to a variety of games including Sid Meier’s Gettysburg!: “What metonymies have 

been implemented in order to make this particular struggle ‘fun’—and at what cost? In 

what ways might these implications of how a struggle has been interactively represented 

in a computer game serve certain real-world interests and support or compromise real-

world ideologies?” (ibid). Whether a game is intended to or not, it will teach the player 

something. Thus, games not intended for educational purposes are rich for analysis since 

they do not appear pedagogical and may, in fact, be more effective at teaching some 

lessons than games with a formal educational intent. 
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Prensky does offer a suggestion that deflates his enthusiasm a bit for games. He 

says computer games for educational purposes should be accompanied by “reflection and 

other types of learning where appropriate to produce a total result” (96). His argument is 

quite pragmatic and offers practical suggestions for training. But games that may not be 

intended as training simulations or to supplement formal education are already teaching, 

and the false dichotomy between games that teach and games that do not is unhelpful. In 

the case of the Battle of Gettysburg, Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! is inculcating the player 

with affirmation of the collective memory. The game is teaching pre-existing sociological 

propaganda.  

Most popular computer games are not labeled educational. I have argued 

throughout this project that popular artifacts about the past are always teaching even 

when that is not the game designer, writer, or filmmaker’s intent: they are encouraging a 

particular view of the past. Citizens of a nation are encouraged to be nationalists through 

exposure to countless arguments about the nation’s worth.  Many of these arguments are 

facilitated through sociological propaganda including the artifacts designed for play.  

In Huizinga’s Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture, he makes 

the argument that “pure play is one of the main bases of civilization” (5). So much effort, 

capital, and time is expended on play in the contemporary United States that his 

observation merits serious consideration. His observation takes on greater complexity as 

play becomes more and more common. In his oft cited definition of play, he writes that it 

is “a stepping out of ‘real’ life into a temporary sphere of activity with a disposition all its 

own” (8). He also observes that it is becoming increasingly “difficult to tell where play 
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ends and non-play begins” (206). The stepping out is increasingly difficult as daily life 

may be evolving into a world so heavily influenced by computer games. Though novels, 

narrative films, and documentaries still exert considerable force in cultural hegemony, 

computer games are an increasingly vital medium in contemporary culture. Playing—

rather than watching or reading about—a version of the Battle of Gettysburg has 

powerful implications for identity formation.  

Sutton-Smith has developed seven categories according to which play may be 

analyzed. In one category he claims that play is tied to identity formation. In this category 

play is “a means of confirming, maintaining or advancing the power and identity of the 

community of players” (10). Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! does not exist in a vacuum 

independent of other information about the Battle of Gettysburg. The collective 

memory—so crucial to national identity—is reaffirmed in so many artifacts, across so 

many media, and across many generations. The game uses historical information that has 

been called into question by many scholars and historians, but the designers of the game 

seek verisimilitude and credibility. Thus, the information upon which they rely is the 

collective memory. That memory is affirmed repeatedly so the arguments about the event 

seem to be settled. The rhetoric that bolsters those arguments is nearly impervious to 

analysis. To challenge the collective memory is tantamount to questioning the source of 

one’s own identity.   

Through the tactile and technical medium of the computer game, the player has 

the occasion to reaffirm the sociological propaganda of collective memory in a novel 

way. Many scholars have argued that computer games are important as media because 
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they “cultivate technoliteracy” (Dovey and Kennedy 41). Dovey and Kennedy—among 

others—argue that when players participate with computer games they are engaging a 

technology that has multiple applications in their life. Playing a computer game “provides 

a crucial site for the development and education of our individual ‘technicity’, where this 

quality will be a significant part of our subjectivity in the twenty-first century” (41). Not 

only are players shooting alien invaders, chasing dragons, betting on card games, or 

controlling virtual armies on-screen, but they are also becoming familiar with the 

technology that is so fundamental in much of contemporary life.  

The players’ level of familiarity with the machine increases through playing 

games and this experience has the potential to increase the comfort level with the 

computer in other facets of life. This techno-literacy—or technicity—may be fostered 

through games and encourage the computer and player integration. When a player 

engages Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! they must become adapt at using a mouse, scrolling 

across a screen, adapting to the rules of the game, and become familiar with what the 

technology can accomplish. They engage in tactile participation with the digital medium 

that immerses them in a particular version of history.  

Becoming familiar, comfortable, and even intimate with the technology is a 

potential consequence of playing computer games. But a computer game is not only 

facilitating intimacy with the computer. Players are doing more than performing technical 

skills when they play. McAllister asserts “[s]ince responding to stimuli in a strategic 

manner in order to achieve particular goals constitutes learning, computer games also 

teach players through game rules, protocols, constraints, and representations; this 



 

 

  205 
 
 

 
 

 

learning always has unintended consequences” (41). Popular games about the past are not 

just popular because of technological innovation, cutting edge presentation, and mass 

marketing. As was the case with filmmakers Griffith and Burns, the content of the artifact 

must accord with what the audience will embrace or the artifact will likely not become 

popular no matter its technological innovation. This is particularly true when the artifact 

involves a near sacred subject like the Battle of Gettysburg.  

Sid Meier’s Gettysburg! familiarizes players with the geography of Gettysburg, 

includes dates of certain events within the Battle, and shows the names of officers present 

at the Battle. The player can also see the possible choices that would have been made to 

create a different outcome. The game may also encourage players to seek out more 

complex versions of history than what is presented in most popular versions of the 

Battle’s story. All of the artifacts I have focused on throughout have surely piqued 

curiosity for many people about the Battle of Gettysburg. However, the dominant version 

persists in collective memory and no matter the innovation of the technology, the 

sociological propaganda of the past limits the present possibilities for interrogation of that 

past. Thus, the artifacts under study here are useful because they offer opportunities to 

interrogate cultural commonplaces and to explore the rhetorical choices used within such 

popular representations of the past. By questioning the rhetorical strategies employed by 

the archivists of collective memory, perhaps audiences can question the influences on 

their identity in ways that grant them more autonomy. By asking how and why certain 

versions of the past become dominant, perhaps audiences can make nationalistic 

propaganda seem less attractive.  
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Epilogue 

A highly advanced technology like a computer game may immerse a player in a 

version of the past. A documentary film about the past may offer minute details, primary 

sources, and multiple perspectives on historical events. A novel and a theatrically 

released film based on the past can also offer compelling insights and encourage 

multifaceted understandings of that past. But the computer game, documentary, film, and 

novel that have been the subject of this project are commodities that simplify the past for 

the benefit of commercial success. This commercial success is often tied to imagining the 

audience’s nation in a favorable light.  

Throughout this dissertation I have explored the ways that war may seem 

palatable and even attractive for millions of people. I have focused especially on the Civil 

War and the Battle of Gettysburg because, since the end of that Battle, many veterans, 

politicians and other people have worked to shape a particular perspective on it that is 

revelatory about the nation’s collective memory and identity. Attention to battlefield and 

military detail in mass media at the exclusion of more complex reflections on the causes 

and consequences of the war is an irony I have tried to make apparent throughout this 

dissertation. Many of the problematics obscured by early representation of the war still 

linger in the present-day: by focusing so much attention on the battles themselves, 

popular mass media has done little to challenge myths or ameliorate results that still 

linger from the Civil War’s causes and consequences.  

Popular mass media artifacts, by endlessly retelling battlefield details, “often 

displace complicated consequences by endlessly focusing on the contest itself” (Blight, 
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Race 4). Across the generations of media, this battlefield obsession continues. When the 

trauma of the Civil War and the Battle of Gettysburg has been recalled in popular history, 

culture, and entertainment, it is has been done so in decidedly nationalistic ways that 

support the maintenance of a massive military. The consequences of war are forgotten or 

sentimentalized and the prospects for garnering support for another war in the future are 

improved. The depiction of Civil War soldiers, the war aims, and war results have set a 

standard in which the past is used as an argument. This argument is often used to garner 

support for war in the present. Interrogating social conditions that encourage audiences to 

accede to war has been my aim in this dissertation. Protesting wars after they have begun, 

though often laudable, does little to save lives already lost in the conflict.  

Although many popular and sentimental representations of the past have been 

usurped, many of them remain and haunt the collective memory. The subject of this 

dissertation has been the cultivation of a collective memory about the Battle of 

Gettysburg. But this has not been the subject exclusively. My goal has also been to 

examine how any perspectives on the past come to be popular. Critiquing popular 

artifacts to question their influences, effects, and ideologies requires that these artifacts be 

taken seriously as archives of collective memory and ideology because they have power 

to shape perception and impact individuals’ most intimate worldviews.  

The ability and desire for critique and rhetorical analysis must be cultivated in the 

audience just as the desire for pleasing versions of the past has been cultivated. As 

Covino argues, the goal of much communication, unfortunately, is “ending rather than 

continuing the conversation” (129). Sociological propaganda often justifies simple 
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answers to complex questions and works to end wonder. Strategically wondering and 

identifying recurrent patterns in popular artifacts about the past may lead to emancipation 

from the collective memory. These explorations can shed light on the “oppression 

informed by ossified viewpoints” (Covino 131). Rather than accepting those viewpoints, 

audiences can rhetorically analyze these sources of collective memory and explore 

subjectivities that have heretofore been silenced.   

Identifying the power of external forces to shape subjectivities need not lead to 

nihilism or abdication of individual responsibility. Instead, exploring possible sources of 

collective memory can be liberating and empowering. Audiences should be encouraged 

to respond to commonplace arguments in critical, sophisticated, and creative ways with 

arguments of their own. If these coincide with the hegemonic arguments, so be it. But 

acknowledging the power of rhetoric in individual and collective memory at least offers 

the option of subversion and resistance to powers that shape such memory. Hegemonies 

allow space for resistance and change. This room should be exploited, and the everyday 

arguments that bolster hegemony should not be overlooked. Brummett argues that 

“management of power does not really happen during isolated moments of conspiracy” 

(5). Hegemony is accomplished through everyday activities and bolstered in artifacts of 

entertainment and popular culture that do not seem conspiratorial at all. The artifacts of 

sociological propaganda are powerful because they often seem banal.    

The orator, the film, the television program, the novel, and the computer game 

can exert equal power on the shaping of collective memory that is wrapped within 

defense of cultural hegemony. As Halbwachs asks, “[h]ow many people are critical 
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enough to discern what they owe to others in their thinking and so acknowledge to 

themselves how small their own contribution usually is?” (The Collective 45). Hegemony 

and collective memory do not appear to be conspiratorial. They do not appear to be 

oppressive or imposed. The ideologies and norms they perpetuate seem reasonable and 

attractive because they seem to be right and are justified regularly in popular culture. 

Halbwachs goes on: “In any case, insofar as we yield without struggle to an external 

suggestion, we believe we are free in our thought and feelings. Therefore most social 

influences we obey usually remain unperceived” (Halbwachs, The Collective 45). 

Studying rhetoric can help audiences perceive these influences.  

 I have tried to open up fissures for interrogation and analysis of collective 

memory, but have not argued that audiences are helpless or merely dupes of “false 

consciousness.” In critiquing the notion of “false consciousness,” Stuart Hall notes that 

“The obscuring or mystifying effects of ideology are no longer seen as the product of a 

trick or magical illusion. Nor are they simply attributed to false consciousness, in which 

our poor benighted, untheoretical proletarians are forever immured. The relations in 

which people exist are the ‘real relations’ which the categories and concepts they use help 

them to grasp and articulate in thought” (39). The power of ideologies, hegemonies, and 

collective memory are considerable and should not be ignored nor should they be taken at 

face value as natural. Identifying the rhetorical strategies used to normalize nationalism is 

an ongoing project because the sources of national identity and collective memory can 

too easily be accepted at the expense of critical reflection.  
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Too often, nationalistically inspired violence has lead to catastrophe. I will 

continue to pursue and advocate the practice of interrogating possible motivations for 

such violence in future projects. Those with access to the most advanced technologies, 

effective marketing, and attractive narratives shape the past.  My effort will continue to 

be a focused on identifying the possible influences from the past that shape possibilities 

for the present because, as Gramsci notes, “[t]he starting-point of critical elaboration is 

the consciousness of what one really is, and is ‘knowing thyself’ as a product of the 

historical process to date which has deposited in you an infinity of traces, without leaving 

an inventory” (324). By asking questions about who is served by certain presentations of 

the past, audiences can reflect on the subjectivities they are encouraged to adopt. Such 

reflection on sources of identity will never be complete. The territory for exploration is 

vast. 

Explorations within this territory have many possible forms. Through my 

scholarly research, I want to encourage audiences to resist dominant narratives of the past 

and encourage them to embrace complexity, acknowledge myriad historical influences on 

the present, and practice rhetorical analysis. If studied actively and critically, popular 

media forms like some novels, televisions programs, films, and computer games can be 

used to foster this type of thinking. This type of analysis and scholarship may involve 

analysis of overt propaganda that has invoked the Civil War since its end: How have 

politicians, community leaders, and various organizations used popular representations of 

the Civil War as a tool for persuasion? Research can also be pursued on the media 

technologies that emerged during and immediately after the war: How did mass media 
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representations immediately after the Confederate surrender create and respond to the 

trauma of war? Other research can be done exclusively on the role of games that 

represented the war—nineteenth, twentieth, and-twenty-first centuries productions—and 

their role as sociological propaganda and archives of collective memory. Though I have 

focused on a computer game that uses the Battle of Gettysburg as its subject many other 

games use history as their subject. These are rich for analysis. Other projects can include 

the study of subversive representations of the war in electronic media. Exploring 

resistance to dominant memory has a long albeit shadowed history. Studying this 

tradition allows for greater resistance to dominant narratives about the past since 

alternatives can inspire change. These subversive representations of the past can also 

reveal that the dominant collective memory is not shared by all members of the nation. 

My future studies may focus on ways in which marginalized segments of society have 

represented various aspects of the Civil War. Studying such representations would 

indicate the various ways that collective memory is not always collective.    

Although other options exist for how the Battle of Gettysburg has been 

remembered by individuals and subcultures, a popular version of it and the war in 

general—its battles, people, places, and rationales—routinely encourages audiences to 

embrace a nationalism that is tinged with celebration of military service while more 

complex and disturbing aspects of war are avoided. The Battle of Gettysburg has a 

particular force in the collective memory as the names, dates, landmarks, weaponry and 

other minutiae of detail stand in stark contrast to the lack of reflection on the causes and 

consequences of the Battle and the war in collective memory. Like many of the nation’s 
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wars, the Battle is recalled as a collection of satisfying narratives. In formal education, in 

political speeches, in national holidays, through everyday symbols, and in popular media 

representations, a version of the past is used to justify nationalism. Like many culturally 

dominant narratives, these have often been “poetically and rhetorically intensified, 

transferred, and embellished, and which after long usage, seem to people to be fixed, 

canonical, and binding” (Nietzsche 1174). The everyday arguments do not appear to be 

arguments at all. Through critical analysis of such narratives as they appear in mass 

media, I have drawn attention to the cultivation of nationalism that can lead to war. In 

future projects I will use this lens to explore other past events as they are represented in 

popular media. Representations of the Civil War and the Battle of Gettysburg are 

essential to the cultivation of nationalism within the United States, but they are not the 

only important events in this regard. In the future I will continue exploring sources of 

nationalism and the consequences of unquestioned national allegiance. Quixotically 

arguing for the elimination of wars justified by nationalism has not been my goal. My 

goal has been to interrogate popular representations of the past. Through this, I have 

identified the faint yet consistent sound of martial drums. 
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