Who Wants to Play Myth Busters?
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You grew up with social studies in school, and more than likely you had a textbook each year. Now you are going to teach social studies, and more than likely you will be given a textbook to use. In this course, you will be looking at textbooks both traditional and alternative. And you will be delving into “revisionist” social studies (history in particular). 

Howard Zinn, in his History of the American People, is at the forefront of the revisionist movement, in which history is described through various lenses. For instance, the American Revolution might be viewed from a Tory or Loyalist standpoint, or the settling of the American West might be viewed from a Native American standpoint.
Zinn and the others have done us all a great favor, helping us to see the world more realistically, and in a more balanced sense. For every victory, there is a victim, and an attitude toward the victim. For every majority, there is a minority, and an attitude toward the minority. But also, there is a story to be told by the victim, by the minority, which is just as important for our understanding as the traditional victor’s story.

Revisionists could be called the ultimate realists, because regardless of consequences, they want us to know the full story of each historical moment. They could also be called the ultimate myth busters, because when they gather the full story, from every angle, the moments and characters of history tend to lose their mythical sheen.

You might think that myth-busting is a noble endeavor, long overdue. You might think that getting to know the “real” Thomas Jefferson or the “real” John F. Kennedy will make us more knowledgeable and better teachers. But remember that list of what constitutes social studies? Two of those items are social psychology and cultural anthropology, and those fields need to be asked their opinion of myth-busting activities.
Look up the term “National Myth” on Wikipedia. (No, really, stop and look it up. It’s fascinating.) Every grouping on earth – tribe, culture, or nation – has its mythology. Typically, you think of mythology as stories about fictional people and events. But in a larger sense, even real people and events must be included in a people’s mythology. Why? Because those people and events take on “mythic” proportions as they are recalled over generations of oral and written history. 

America has plenty of myths and they can be divided into four groups:
1. Historical events and movements

2. Real historical people who have been mythologized

3. Folk characters whose exploits are known by almost everyone

4. Fictional literary characters whose exploits describe something of the American experience or character and are known by most people
The first group, events and movements, is the set of stories that make up our history. It starts with landings by Columbus, Pilgrims, and conquistadors, and takes us all the way to the present time. Each event and movement has its “facts” and its mythology. Each story is a romance in the literary sense of the word.
The second group, real people, is populated by a great number of persons from the past. Each one is remembered for doing something extraordinary and/or for exhibiting extraordinary character traits. There are many types, such as

· heroes of war or struggle
· fighters against injustice

· pioneers, inventors and entrepreneurs

· “bad boys” and outlaws
· pop culture icons whose image/persona survives several generations
(Remember that an icon can be a single and singular person, such as Elvis, or a type of person, such as the cowboy.)
The third group, the folk characters, is familiar to us because we’ve known their stories since our own childhood. You were exposed to them through books, TV, or movies (live action or animated). You will notice that there are folk heroes for many old-time professions, such as train engineers, lumberjacks, etc.

The fourth group, the fictional literary characters, is the smallest group. It is rare that a single writer can create a character that becomes memorable to most people over several generations. Mark Twain can claim two such characters, Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn. 

All these stories, added together, tell us about how Americans think of themselves. They make up our national mythology, and it is part of what makes us a unique people. Or to put it in social psychology terms, they help constitute and describe the American psyche.

Now going back to Zinn and other myth busters, think about this: It may feel good, even cathartic, to tear down the idols and explode the myths, but what does that do to the psychology of a people? To invert a line from a movie: If you unbuild it, will they come? If you tell people that all their heroes are frauds, or at best merely human, and they go along with that conclusion, then who are they as a people? If you take away their myths, don’t you take away a vital part of their national character and identity in a psychological sense?
So as a teacher you have a great balancing act to perform: How do you offer your students the “bigger picture” of revisionism yet maintain a sense of national identity? 
