Heroes of the New Millennium

by Geoff Cooper

Franklin D. Roosevelt • Jackie Robinson • John Glenn • Bob Dylan • Lady Diana Spencer • Colin Powell • Rosa Parks • Mother Teresa • John F. Kennedy • Martin Luther King, Jr. 

America has a resilient history of efficiently adapting its character to meet the progression of time and the constantly changing world. Since it declared its independence in 1776, America has always looked to important heroes to lead its people through these changing times — military conflicts, economic recessions, political problems, racial struggles and other obstacles. Just as the times have evolved, so have the role and characteristics of the American hero. The coming of the new millennium will surely be no different, bringing with it a host of new challenges, unforeseen obstacles and difficult tasks. Who will Americans look to for guidance through these times? Who will be the American heroes of the new millennium?

Duane Lowry, a member of the American Political Historians Association, defined the American hero as "someone who embodies popular values and is the driving force behind an important social, political, or scientific change or transformation that lifts the spirit of America and betters the situation of the country." Via e-mail, Lowry said his definition is a broader, more general description and that other factors play into the creation of an American hero. Personality, strength of character and intelligence are other factors American heroes often possess, Lowry said, but those factors are "secondary" to the change or revolution the hero actually perpetuates. 

Another historian, Forrest Wilson, provided a different definition by e-mail. An American hero is "a person that provides a positive role model for Americans and also holds a system of morals that American citizens aspire to reach," according to Wilson, publications director of the McCaffrey Group, a historical society that focuses on the economic history of the 20th century. Wilson added that the accomplishment of an extraordinary task is not necessary for an American hero. "Some would consider Henry Ford a hero because he made the lives of so many people easier, but he never led troops through battle or overcame a crippling illness," Wilson said. "Even though he didn't invent the automobile - he re-invented it - some would place him on the list." 

Historians seem to agree that the role of the American hero has changed somewhat in the last century. The public's expectations of public figures is different now than it was one hundred (or even thirty) years ago. Lowry, 58, said that his idea of the American hero has drastically changed over the years. The contemporary American public realizes that no one is perfect, Lowry said, and it is willing to accept someone as a hero, despite slight "flaws and questions of character." Lowry said the Vietnam era was a major turning point in the American's conception of a hero, because the country's citizens "learned that they can't fully trust anyone, including the government." According to Lowry, former President John F. Kennedy had a past riddled with alleged affairs and extra-marital encounters, but, because he was instrumental in influencing social thought and behavior, he is idolized as an American hero. "Kennedy's personal life was undermined by what he did for the civil rights movement, foreign policy and the American morale in general," Lowry said. "And his personal life wasn't under the microscope that Clinton's is." 

Patricia Thompson, of the Women's History Foundation, said, by telephone, she believes heroes are virtually non-existent in contemporary American society. "To be a hero, a certain level of purity and untaintedness must exist. Very few people in the modern public arena, besides people like Mother Theresa, possess that quality of not being corrupted at some level," Thompson said. Lowell Soike, a historian at the Iowa Historical Society, agreed with Thompson. "The word 'hero' has really disappeared from our culture. I'm having a hard time coming up with any modern heroes," Soike said by telephone. Soike defined heroism as "the sacrificing of one's self for a larger good with no self-interested motives. The person has an honest impulse to do something for society without reaping the benefits for themselves." 

The contributions of many American heroes in the 20th century are still recognized, but younger generations will soon need modern heroes to look up to as role models. Public figures in today's America would do well to embrace the same values and ideologies as the 10 persons selected by the author as 20th century heroes. A majority of the historians consulted for this project agreed that the following 10 persons, in no particular order, could be considered American heroes of the 20th century for various reasons. Two of the 10 listed heroes are non-Americans, but, as Lowry said, "they have both definitely had significant impacts on Americans and could be held in the same esteem as the others on the list." 

Franklin D. Roosevelt *** Jackie Robinson *** John Glenn *** Bob Dylan *** Lady Diana Spencer *** 

Colin Powell *** Rosa Parks *** Mother Teresa *** John F. Kennedy *** Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Surely some of the selections on this list could be disputed, but each of these 10 American heroes were agreed upon by several historians as having a significant impact on the social, political and/or economic history of 20th century America. These heroes acted as leaders of America's people in times of adversity or unwelcomed change. While none was perfect, each provided a positive role model for different cross-sections of the American public. 

Who, then, will fill the shoes of these American heroes in the new millennium? Will there be virtually no heroes, as Thompson suggested? The emergence of heroes is inevitable, Lowry said. When the character of America is tested, a leader always emerges to guide the country's people over the obstacles. "Maybe we can't identify any heroes since the Gulf War because we haven't really had any situations that have caused America to struggle," Lowry said. Soike agreed that a collective obstacle is essential for the emergence of a hero. "The fact that we have not had any great trials in the last several years makes it harder to find heroes," Soike said. 

Thompson, of the Women's History Foundation, said contemporary America is happy just idolizing sports icons and television stars. "People would probably say that Michael Jordan is a hero before they would say that Maya Angelou is a hero," Thompson said. "He makes lots of money, does commercials and he's good at basketball. But what has he done to change the world - we don't know anything else about his personality." Soike said Americans are turning to popular culture for their modern heroes. "The focus is so much more on the huge amounts of money these people make," Soike said. "Many of them are good, decent people, but weÕve really reduced and confined the definition of the hero." 

Who will lead America through its next struggle? Will our country's citizens remain complicit in idolizing popular culture icons? Historians agree that these questions won't and can't be answered until such a collective struggle presents Americans with the opportunity to step forward and provide leadership. The emergence of a hero in a time of instability is inevitable, historians say, and it is a natural process for America to place its trust in the hands of a hero. 

Franklin D. Roosevelt (1882-1945) - Roosevelt, a driving force behind the country's ascension from the Great Depression, started his political career as a progressive state senator in 1911. From 1913 to 1920, he served as the assistant Navy secretary. In 1921, he was diagnosed with polio and would never walk unassisted again. After serving a term as governor of New York, Roosevelt easily defeated Herbert Hoover in the 1932 presidential election. Roosevelt's New Deal policy gave Americans hope and created jobs and social services during the Depression. His presidency was responsible for the inception of the Social Security Administration and other working class-oriented programs. Roosevelt won bids for re-election in 1936, 1940 and 1944. He was at the helm when Japanese forces attacked Pearl Harbor. Following America's involvement in World War II, Roosevelt teamed with other post-war leaders to establish the United Nations. Sources at the Arts & Entertainment Network (A&E) called Roosevelt "one of the three or four greatest American presidents." Soike, of the Iowa Historical Society, said "Roosevelt carried us through two great world events - the depression and World War II."

John Glenn (1921-present) - Sen. Glenn exemplifies America's scientific and technological progression through the course of the 20th century. He is most well-known as the first American to orbit the Earth in 1959, but his accomplishments run far deeper. Glenn was a United States Marine, who served in the South Pacific during World War II and later served a tour of duty during the Korean conflict. In 1975, he was elected senator of Ohio. Glenn has consistently played an important role in legislation concerning technology and science. Recently, it was announced that Glenn will return to space, as part of a NASA mission to the moon.

Bob Dylan (b. Robert Allen Zimmerman, 1941-present) - Dylan became the central symbol of protest and social movement during America's involvement in the Vietnam War. His anthemic folk music inspired Americans to take a non-violent proactive stance of protest against the government's action's in Southeast Asia. In 1960, Dylan befriended an ailing Woody Guthrie and realized the influence of folk music on social thought. Later, Dylan worked with Pete Seeger and Joan Baez in the early 1960s to re-popularize folk music. Dylan's thematic songs "Blowin' in the Wind" in 1963 and "The Times They Are a Changin'" in 1964 acted as rallying points for the growing number of anti-war protesters. Dylan continued to be an important voice of social protest throughout the 1970s, focusing on the issues of racial tension and nuclear annihilation. In the past two decades, Dylan has hosted a number of benefit concerts and continues to serve as a reminder of the power of protest.

Lady Diana Spencer, Princess of Wales (1961-1997) - Though Princess Diana was not of American descent, she was idolized and characterized as a hero by many in the United States. Diana was the youngest daughter of the 8th Earl Spencer. Diana was educated in Norfolk and Sevenoaks, England, and would later become a kindergarten teacher in Pimlico. She became Lady Diana Spencer when her father became an earl in 1975 and she married Charles, Prince of Wales, in 1981. Since the highly-publicized marriage, Diana has used her status to promote social reform and humanitarian programs. She was the president and founder of Relate and many other charity organizations. Diana was also instrumental in raising public awareness about the problem of land mines in Asia. Americans loved Diana for her soft-spoken sensibility, charm and caring personality.

Colin Powell (1937-present) - Historians say Powell embodies the American dream. From a humble upbringing in New York City, he earned an education and a commission into the U.S. Army's officer corps. He proceeded through the ranks of the Army officer to achieve one of the highest positions in the U.S. military. Powell earned the respect and admiration of superior officers after serving two tours of duty in Vietnam. In 1987, Powell was appointed head of the National Security Council, after holding a number of senior commands. President Bush appointed Powell as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the highest attainable military post other than the presidency, in 1989. Powell was the overseer of the military's successful actions in the Iraq and the Persian Gulf in the early 1990s. The now retired general is also active in civil rights issues and was awarded an honorary knighthood in 1993 by Britain.

Rosa Parks (1913-present) - Parks, an African-American civil rights leader, is most well-known for refusing to surrender her bus seat to a white passenger during the height of the civil rights conflict in the South. Parks was locally involved in the civil rights movement, serving as the secretary of the local NAACP chapter, before the media made her into a national figure. In 1955, police removed, arrested and jailed Parks for her refusal to give up the seat. This incident proved to be the pioneer case for anti-segregation ordinances and African-American boycotts. Parks was ridiculed and fired from her job after the incident. She became active in civil rights forums and juvenile programs in Detroit and continues to speak to audiences across the nation. 

Mother Teresa (b. Agnes Bojaxhiu, 1910-1997) - The impact of Mother Teresa's presence on the global community made it illogical to leave her off of the list, despite the fact that she spent little time in America. Teresa was born in Yugoslavia and, at the age of 18, she went to India to teach in a Calcutta convent. She took her vows as a Christian missionary in 1937 and became principal of the convent. In 1948, to the surprise of her colleagues, Teresa left the school to work alone in the slums of Indian cities. After medical training in Paris, Teresa established a series of classrooms, clinics and missions for destitute children of South Asia. Other nuns joined her cause in 1952 and established the "House for the Dying," an international charity for destitute children and disaster victims. In 1971, Teresa was awarded the Pope John XXIII Peace Prize and, in 1979, she was honored with the Nobel Peace Prize. Mother Teresa's charities and missions served as models for social help programs around the world.

John F. Kennedy (1917-1963) - Kennedy's optimistic and progressive politics made him one of the most well-liked president in American history. Kennedy, a descendant of Irish immigrants, enlisted as a seaman in the U.S. Navy and, after Pearl Harbor, he was promoted to the officer ranks. He was seriously wounded when the PT boat he commanded was hit by a Japanese destroyer in the South Pacific. After the war, Kennedy returned to Massachusetts and was elected to serve in the House of Representatives in 1947 and the Senate in 1953. In 1960, he became the first Catholic and the youngest man to ever be elected president. His term was characterized by high hopes and a charge to American people to become more active in the government. His active support of desegregation won him the admiration of citizens of all races. In 1962, during the Cuban missile crisis, Kennedy held off a threat of nuclear war. Shortly thereafter, he secured an important nuclear weapons test ban treaty with the U.S.S.R. Kennedy established the Peace Corps and other groups in an effort to promote world peace. Kennedy's heroic rise to fame and leadership was cut short in 1963, when he was assassinated by Lee Harvey Oswald in Texas. Kennedy's death, coupled with mounting tensions in Vietnam, sent America into period of confusion and misguidedness. 

Martin Luther King (1929-1968) - King, a Georgia-born Baptist minister, has been credited as the "father of the civil rights movement," and an instrumental factor in labor reform and war protest. The well-educated King first entered the American consciousness in 1955, when he led a boycott of the Montgomery (Ala.) bus system. This boycott eventually led to the U.S. Supreme Court's decision to outlaw discrimination in public transportation. In 1957, King served as president of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and he began to broaden his active role in non-violent civil rights solutions. King organized a series of protest demonstrations and marches throughout the South. He was repeatedly arrested, jailed, stoned, attacked, and his house was bombed. FBI director J. Edgar Hoover also placed constant surveillance on King. On August 28, 1963, after marching on the Washington mall, King delivered his "I have a dream" speech, one of the most moving and well-known speeches in American history. He was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his civil rights efforts and his influence on the anti-war movement. In 1968, King was preparing to speak to a group of striking city workers in Memphis, Tenn., when he was shot and killed by James Earl Ray on his hotel balcony.

