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Greek mythic heroes, saints and martyrs, folk heroes, and even superheroes all have their places in the constellation of heroes whose purpose is to inspire us and teach us the values our cultures would have us esteem. The truth of the stories is secondary to their ability to contribute to a moral education.
The Elusive and Changing Nature of the Hero
Ask five people to define what a hero is, and you are likely to get seven or eight answers. Heroes are “people you look up to,” or “people who do amazing things,” or “role-models,” or perhaps “people you want to be like.” Intuitively one knows that these answers all have something in common, but precisely what unites them is difficult to determine. Indeed, for such a basic cultural idea, a universal definition for the concept of the hero is remarkably hard to attain. A part of this confusion stems from the fact that what constitutes a hero has changed over time. Thus, qualities for heroes in ancient Greece are not the same as those of heroes in early America, and both differ from the heroes of today, although there are certainly many similarities among them. Despite the substantial amount of discussion on heroes in academic circles and also in the popular media, a universally accepted definition does not exist. To understand the origin of the plethora of ideas about what a hero is, it is helpful to explore briefly the history of heroes.
Many of the earliest extant records contain the stories of heroes, such as the Epic of Gilgamesh, the Iliad and Odyssey, and the Pentateuch in the Bible. 
 These records look back to an earlier, pre-literate time, illustrating the fact that heroes have been with us since before history began. The word hero itself comes from the Greek, and generally referred those who possessed unusual, superhuman abilities—“larger-than-life” people who had lived much earlier than those who recounted their tales. They were often in contact with the gods and fought against the forces of chaos. The main purpose of the hero was to exemplify for his culture its ideals and values. In The City of God, Augustine briefly discusses the ancient heroes and compares them to the saints and martyrs of the Christian tradition, arguing that perhaps saints and martyrs could be called heroes, but for the pagan nature of ancient heroes.

Even as heroes were tethered to history by the increase of widespread literacy and record-keeping, their main purpose remained that of inspiring a culture’s members to aspire to its ideals. They were the ones who showed how to live out the principles espoused and valued by a particular culture.
Heroes not only symbolize and legitimate the abstract virtues that bind a social group, they also provide transcendental meaning to individuals. They are potent emblems of a life worth living, affording glimpses of the immortal.

Since he was a symbol of a culture’s esteemed virtues, a hero’s exploits could be greatly embroidered upon and his flaws overlooked. The actual events of a hero’s life were much less important than the lessons that the narrative conveyed:
The hero image is usually based on the life of an actual person, but is seldom an exact portrayal. The individuals used as heroes usually have a strong combination of traits that the culture seeks to promote. These traits are typically exaggerated to bring glory beyond what an accurate presentation of life would justify. Socially undesirable traits are minimized or omitted from the image.

It is a much more recent development that the actual character of a hero and the events of his life became a matter of research and debate. Similarly, it is only relatively recently that terms such as “legend” and “myth” acquired a pejorative connotation suggesting patent falsehood. Previously, they were names for narrative stories, often explaining why the world was the way it was.
 This meant that it was not particularly important whether heroes were factual, fictional, or some combination of both. A newer source of heroes is the novel, with the clearly fictional characters created by one person, instead of being modified by a number of storytellers, as folktales are.
 

The question of what function a hero fulfills in a society still remains. Until quite recently, heroes were those who reflected the values of the culture in which they were produced. Heroes were those iconic figures held up for esteem by a culture to inspire its members to emulate their heroism. They exemplified a culture’s ideals, values and morals. 
 A good working definition of a hero, then, and the one we will be using, is an individual, historical or fictional, who symbolizes for a society at least one of the qualities or virtues it espouses and who has widespread recognition.
 This recognition could be national, regional, or even limited to a smaller cultural entity. In this case, national does not mean governmentally-sanctioned, but instead refers the people of a nation. A person may certainly have performed brave deeds worthy of esteem, but he is not heroes in our sense since he is not widely recognized as a symbol of some cultural virtue.

An “unsung hero” is an oxymoron. Without the story and the storyteller there can be no fame, and without fame individual acts, no matter how courageous, become part of the passing parade.

There are estimable people whose actions are praiseworthy, but unless their deeds are known and admired by others, they are not heroes as we are defining them.

While the idea of the hero is found in most cultures, individual heroes and their qualities reflect the values and ideals of a particular culture. These values may be the same as those found in other cultures, but this is not necessarily the case.
A hero is a person (female or male) whose voluntary actions reflect the moral or ethical standards—the values—of a culture at a particular point in time. Some values that heroes exemplify, of course, transcend a particular time and place and may be viewed more broadly—even universally. 

Since cultures use heroes as tools for teaching their members those qualities that are admirable and worthy of emulation, the character of a hero may change over time even within a single culture, as that culture’s character and beliefs change. This is why a hero whose exploits lend themselves to supporting a number of virtues tends to be more lasting than a hero who can only be used to support one cultural ideal. The most durable heroes prove to be the most malleable, adapting to the needs of their culture.
As a figure embodying the ideal of a culture, there is some contention as to whether or not a hero must be virtuous, or merely act virtuously. Some argue that it is only necessary for a hero’s actions to be exemplary, providing a model for the actions of a culture’s members. The story of their actions, often in a single incident or series of episodes, is what provides inspiration. Others, however, contend that a hero’s character must exemplify noble qualities apart from his actions. These authors claim that “no level of achievements alone is enough to make someone a hero. That person must embody noble qualities as well.”
 This argument presents a false dichotomy, however, as it is possible for a hero’s actions, character, or both to provide the inspiration a culture wishes to promulgate. Depending on the culture’s own ideals, it may be the hero’s motivation, actions, or a combination of both, that is important.
This leads to another important characteristic of the hero, namely, that he is recognized for his deeds. Often today people consider anyone who has done something admirable to be a hero. 
 Because of this, contemporary culture likes to seek out and recognize the unsung or everyday “heroes” among us, giving rise to articles in Reader’s Digest and the frequent references in the news media to the “heroes” of any particular national disaster. These people are not heroes in our sense of the word, however. Although there are many individuals whose deeds are commendable and who merit high regard, unless they are known by an entire culture, and symbolize an important value for that culture, they are not heroes according to our definition.
It is also important to note that traditionally, heroes have been individuals, not merely parts of a collective, heroic whole. Thus, Jason is a hero, while the Argonauts are not. Similarly, firemen as a group are not heroes, since they are not individually held in esteem, but rather their profession is. This is not to say that firefighters do not perform praiseworthy, brave deeds, yet they are not recognized individually, and thus are not heroes in our sense of the term.

Laudable people who are not widely recognized are best described as role-models, while widely-recognized people who are not particularly admirable can be termed celebrities. Role-models and celebrities are important in terms of how they influence their cultures, but neither type clearly symbolizes the values of their culture.
A last consideration in the definition of a hero is whether or not they can be female. There are those of the opinion that the term hero denotes only males, as female heroes are termed heroines. According to our definition, anyone who is recognized for their heroic actions and symbolizes a culture’s ideals is a hero, regardless of their sex. 
 Heroic women, such as Joan of Arc, Lady Godiva, and even Queen Isabel, support a definition of hero that includes females.
“Where Have All the Good Men Gone?”

Over the last several decades, there has been an increasing awareness that we as Americans are losing our heroes. Very few people become heroes during their lifetimes, and former heroes no longer symbolize the ideals of our society. Until a few years after World War II, there was a prevalent perception of America as a land of heroes, made-up or real. 
 Since then, there has been a steady decline in recognizable American heroes. Attempts to explicate why this has happened often fail to present a convincing explanation, but they do get at some elements of the causes for the decline of previously famous heroes. Alan Edelstein argues in his book Everybody Is Sitting on the Curb that America is losing its heroes because its culture has changed. This seems to beg the question, though. The real problem is that of how, and perhaps why, our cultural environment has changed substantially enough to be in the process of driving our heroes into extinction. 
One factor to consider is that of the media. For most of history, much of culture was confined to small geographic regions. People heard news primarily about their immediate vicinity, and only very occasionally from farther away as well. Even in large cities, it took a considerable time for news and ideas to arrive from elsewhere. Since the beginning of the early modern era, technological innovations began to globalize communication. People could hear reports from across the world with increasing speed, and cultural discourse, including the propagation of heroes, became possible over a much greater territory. Everyone could read the news from the common media, and the media became much more of a monolithic institution. With the beginning of the information age, and instantaneous internet connections, however, the globalized world has begun to fragment again. Now it is increasingly possible to avoid dealing with dissenting views. In light of this, it has become very difficult to maintain national heroes, since each group has its own iconic figures. Folklore heroes are also in decline throughout the nation.
 Indeed, only young children tend to have a common experience, and thus similar heroes—Disney heroes in point of fact.
Another significant contributing factor to the loss of heroes is the fragmentation of our culture paired with our individualism. While previously Americans accepted the heroes their culture promulgated, we now substitute role models and celebrities. Thus instead of inspiring us to live up to our society’s values, our prominent figures are those people we each have chosen to admire. Thus what our contemporary society terms heroes, are in fact celebrities and role models. This redefinition compromises the important function that true heroes serve:
…heroism is a social rather than a private impulse. Heroes represent agreed upon norms…[Heroism] is expressed in a public form and raises the concept of community in a spiritual sense. All communities need heroes; communities form around heroes.

When Americans insist on choosing their own “heroes,” the hero in our sense of the word ceases to exist, and society looses a valuable mechanism by which it promulgates virtues and inspires certain behaviors and attitudes.
Even the number of people we choose to admire is declining. As technology, mobility, and prosperity have contributed to the fragmentation of American culture, so too we now compartmentalize even our virtues, and thus have a plethora of people who exemplify our values for us. This is also partly attributable to the cynical atmosphere of the post-Nixon, post-Vietnam era. When corruption and vice appear prevalent among national figures, it becomes unreasonable to admire figures who had been traditional heroes, much less want to emulate them.
The Gen-X and Gen-Next audience…perceive[s] the world around them as far more dangerous, far more unfair, and far more screwed up than my generation ever did. To them, and probably more accurately so than the child in me would like to believe, their world is one where unrestrained capitalism always wins, where politicians always lie, where sports idols take drugs and beat their wives, and where white picket fences are suspect because they hide dark things.

However much Americans may desire heroes, they are increasingly unconvinced that such heroes exist.

Why We Need Heroes

In writings on the loss of America’s heroes, there is a widespread sadness and regret that they are disappearing. 
 Certainly scholars assume that a culture needs heroes, and that rejecting them is problematic. Although the average American, while perhaps never considering this explicitly, still intuitively knows that heroes are essential. Heroes are indeed crucial to convey a culture’s morals and ideals. They are the figures who educate a nation’s youth in right virtue, and inspire its adults to pursue that virtue.
Not only do we need heroes who demonstrate right virtue, but we also need heroes who also illustrate how to overcome character flaws. This is one reason heroes are rarely perfect in temperament, action, or even virtue itself. Instead, they generally exhibit one or two weaknesses with which they are forced to struggle. This makes sense in light of Christian theology, which recognizes the inherent depravity of man. Trapped within a sinful nature, people must strive to do what is right. By serving as examples of success in this conflict, heroes can inspire us and can symbolize the constant cosmic battle between good and evil, God and Satan. In personifying that struggle, heroes bring it to a comprehensible level for us, so that we can identify with it. For this reason as well, it is important for a hero to exemplify some of a culture’s values. He must be fighting on the side of good and order for him to be truly respected and admired. There are times when virtues come into conflict, and heroes help us to understand the hierarchy in which some virtues may trump others. For example, the moral issues at stake in the Robin Hood narrative are difficult to explain in formal discourse, but the values that underlie those virtues are easily demonstrated through the heroic narrative. By apparently breaking one moral precept, Robin Hood reinforced another, more important ideal.

It is also interesting to note that of late epic accounts of heroes fighting against evil have become popular in mainstream media. Gandalf, Harry Potter, Luke Skywalker, and Batman are known about by everyone. These figures represent in some fashion a cynical culture’s desire for meaning and virtue in a confusing world:

….the stories of these characters embody our deepest hopes and fears, as well as our highest aspirations, and…help us deal with our worst nightmares.

As people seek ways to understand the disorder around them, they turn to stories in which heroes fight chaos and evil to restore order and good to the world.
Practical Moral Education

Among those who discuss heroes in moral education today, there are two preeminent questions. The first question is how heroes are transmitted in our culture, while the second is whether or not they serve any function in the moral education of children.

To understand the role of heroes in a moral education, it is important first to examine a moral education’s importance. Until about forty years ago, there was a general consensus on the values and morals of the country, about which all children should be taught. These values were espoused through books like the McGuffey Readers, which were widely used.

The inclusion of heroes in schools served dual purposes. In addition to learning about specific great individuals, students also were exposed to the ethical nature of those persons.

Children learned morals and reading simultaneously, and were expected to accept their culture’s ideals. With the radical of new educational theories, however, the idea of intentionally inculcating children with one set of moral beliefs fell from favor in educational theory circles.
 With the conviction that most beliefs were equally valid, it seemed unreasonable to teach children to esteem only one set of values, rather than letting them choose their own. Now, however, educators are beginning to realize that moral education is more necessary than they had thought.
 The educational pendulum is swinging back towards intentional moral education in the classroom as teachers recognize that it is nearly impossible to educate children without a moral framework.

The new question, however, has become which morals are to be taught in schools. Moral education, after all, is a construction to convey societal values, just as heroes themselves are. “Like the hero, moral education is a social construction that reflects the attitudes of a larger cultural and political world.”
 Everyone agrees that commonly held principles ought to be part of a moral education:
Prominent educators recommend that certain widely held values or virtues should be at the core of the school curriculum for the purpose of systematically developing the character of students.

Yet this leaves unanswered the question of what those “certain widely held virtues” are. Without wide agreement on the community’s values, it is difficult to have heroes who exemplify them. Some educators are suggesting particular virtues that heroes might promulgate, however:
[Heroes] exemplify and encourage emulation of particular virtues or desirable traits of character, such as honesty, civility, courage, perseverance, loyalty, self-restraint, compassion, tolerance, fairness, respect for the worth and dignity of the individual, responsibility for the common good, and so forth.

William Bennet’s Book of Virtues is one often-cited source for such heroic examples for a moral education. His collection of moral tales is designed to inculcate children with a desire for virtues such as sharing, honesty, and thrift, much the way the McGuffey’s Readers were. Now that educators are gradually rediscovering the importance of a moral education, they are finding the stories of heroes are often the best way to convey those morals. 
 This is not surprising, since the central function of heroes is to inspire and encourage people.
Historical heroes, such as the Founding Fathers, present a particular difficulty to the educator when she must teach both morals and history. Amplifying the moral lesson creates tension when it detracts from the historical truth of a character.
[A hero’s] traits are typically exaggerated to bring glory beyond what an accurate presentation of life would justify. Socially undesirable traits are minimized or omitted from the image.

The teacher has the difficulty of conveying accurate history while still presenting morally inspiring heroes to children. Morally, few heroes can be regarded as complete successes.
 One way to explain this to children is to give them stories of historical heroes that are accurate, and present both positive and negative aspects of the hero’s life. Society at large recognizes that most heroes do have flaws, yet their value lies in the virtues they exemplify. Likewise in education, heroes need not be perfect moral exemplars to serve an important function. Comparing the hero’s flaws to all people’s imperfections can in fact enhance the effectiveness of heroes as moral inspiration by helping children learn to think critically and realize it is possible to overcome their own flaws.
Of course, the detail with which the teacher discusses the imperfections of historical heroes will depend a great deal on the maturity of her students, and their ability to grasp complex ideas. Different amounts and kinds of information are appropriate for different ages, since older children are generally more discerning than younger children. Children ought to be taught about historical heroes and human imperfections while gradually introducing increasing complexities to the narrative as the student ages. Thus as children mature in judgment, teachers can discuss ever more complicated issues about historical figures with them. For this reason, being exposed primarily to fictional and mythical heroes may be best for very young children. Although even these heroes may have flaws, there will be no moment of discovering the character was much more imperfect than the child originally thought. Teaching children that people can still be heroes even when they are flawed is a crucial element in a successful moral education.

Often heroes and role models are confused with each other in discussions on moral education. Both are important, but they have different functions in moral development. While heroes serve as cultural symbols of values and ideals, role models are those whom individuals choose to emulate, for reasons that are important to them personally. Further, role models convey societal norms, while heroes depict societal values. An important part of children’s development, role models are typically either people personally known by the child or, a modern phenomenon, the celebrity. Celebrities usually are not heroes in our sense, since they are famous merely for being famous, rather than for being a symbol of a particular value or moral.  Many suggest that the proliferation of celebrities has contributed to the decline of heroes, as the media so often portrays celebrities’ personal flaws and failings. 
 Many children look to celebrities to define their own behavior, since children have not yet fully developed their faculties of moral discernment that would warn them away from emulating such figures. As they grow, children become disillusioned with these celebrity role models when they discover how un-heroic and flawed they are.
The increasing role of celebrities highlights the influence of the other significant cultural transmitter of heroes, and thus moral education for children, the media. Even the media’s ability to promote heroes is diminishing as the culture fragments. A notable exception to this, however, is Disney and its promulgation of heroes for very young children. The entire cultural phenomenon of “Disneyfication” or “Disneyization” is too large to discuss here,
 however, the effect of Disney’s movie heroes on young children is significant. Since the majority of parents in American culture trust Disney as a safe institution that produces safe movies for their children to watch, Disney has been free to promote heroes symbolizing the values of which it approves. Even when children do not see the movies themselves, they are still exposed to all of the advertising for them. Controversial in some circles, Disney cartoon movies are, according to some, entirely too liberal, while others assert that they encourage patriarchal thinking and demean women and racial minorities. Whatever objections are raised about some of Disney’s more recent movies, they do generally convey the morals of mainstream America. Many of the earlier movies, such as Sleeping Beauty and Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, portray epic struggles of good against evil and promote virtues such as courage and charity.
Throughout this discussion, it might seem that the participation of parents is remarkably absent. Certainly it is the duty of parents to oversee and guide the moral education of their children.
 It is their responsibility to consider what their child is learning in school, and discuss it with them. Parents should be carefully and critically evaluating the influences of the media on their children, such as Disney heroes and the characters in children’s books.

The stories children are exposed to will form the standards for testing the truth of other stories later in life. Consequently, charges of racism, sexism, misrepresentation of history, and so on, particularly in children’s films should be taken seriously.

Although children eventually gain the ability to discern right and wrong if they have been taught well, the early influences in school and in the media can affect their views profoundly. Parents should be aware of this and guide their children, giving them a moral foundation as much as possible before allowing them to be surrounded by morally corrupting influences.
Conclusions

Heroes are a crucial element of any society. They are the iconic figures who transmit a culture’s values and ideals from one generation to the next, while reflecting a culture’s changing morals. While the hero-stories may not be true, they are valuable for their ability to convey important cultural ideals. Their purpose is to inspire, rather than to record historical events. This role in a culture is essential to the propagation of common morals.

With the breakdown of common cultural ideals and morals, concurrent with the loss of faith in public figures, and the general cynicism increasingly prevalent in society, heroes are ever more marginalized in American society. Although some Americans consciously recognize the need for heroes, particularly in the education of children, most do not even realize that heroes have disappeared from public discourse. Systemic issues will have to be dealt with in American society before heroes regain their effectiveness. The value and legitimacy of common cultural values must be embraced again, and the prevalent cynicism must somehow be countered. Educating children to admire heroes may help in this, but there must be consensus among educators on common values before that is possible. Further, the role of parents is important as they monitor and regulate the moral influences their children receive. There is probably no one formula that will be effective for everyone, but moral education in schools, homes, and the media is vital. As Edward DeRoche and Mary Williams point out in Educating Hearts and Minds, “Whether in print, on the stage, or on film, the hearts and minds of children and youth can be engaged by heroes…There are lessons to be learned, hearts to be moved, and imaginations to be stimulated.”
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