Film Journal #3 – Rob Olague


Myths in American culture serve the purpose of being a model for expected or typical behavior for the types of people they describe. Oftentimes, the myths reflect or reinforce cultural stereotypes about how to behave or reflect a psychological theme of struggle that is echoed many times, in many myths. Some myths serve to glorify or denigrate the actions, behaviors, or traits we see in society. Even flawed characters can have positive traits that teach a moral lesson on how to behave, but ultimately display their intransigent character underpinnings that are their valued qualities in society. 

A prime example of this is the “trickster” narrative found in several cultures.  The trickster is valued for his wisdom and cunning, but can also serve as a moral tale about how to behave in the face of elders, the trickster’s duties to community and values about not being “too clever for one’s own good”.

The trickster is present in American myth and popular culture as well. These characters portray the qualities we consider American trickster essential, such as cunning, the ability to manipulate a situation to their own advantage, to escape from a situation looking better than everyone else, to evade detection of subterfuge, ingenuity in solving problems, and avoid paying any actual penalty for misdeeds. The American trickster is not a needless troublemaker – instead, those essential American values of being adventurous, curious, inquisitive, and explorers, lead them into trouble as a byproduct of misadventures. These are exclusively masculine characters and values, and describe the social rituals of acceptable behavior for young boys, as essential to their formation as men.

The tricksters in American myth are very different than tricksters in other cultures. While they share many of the same essential features – youth, cunning, gluttony, ignoring sage advice, and foolish adventures, they are thought of in very different ways.


Some famous American trickster characters are: Tom Sawyer, Huck Finn, Dennis the Menace, and Bart Simpson.  Dennis and Bart seem to be anti-heroes in the sense that they are not the obedient young men bound by duty and honor like as Americans would like to view the essential youth – they do not always respect their elders, and in many ways, flaunt the views of their superiors. Even this rebelliousness however, is cherished by society in young men. American men are often revered for their alternative ways, and their intelligence in flaunting the traditions. Where many trickster myths are about the foolishness of the trickster, and often portrayed as children, the American trickster is almost never vilified. He is a hero more than a fool. Even the worst tricks like Tom Sawyer when he fakes his own death, disrespecting the townspeople, his aunt, and the social taboo of a fake death, is considered a great trick by the readers of Tom Sawyer and the character himself. His punishment is accordingly very light. 

Dennis the Menace is by his very name “A Menace”, but a hero ultimately for young men and adults alike.  Being a menace is his virtue and not his vice. His adventurous nature and willingness to take on the world with a slingshot (a common theme among American trickster characters – Bart Simpson and Tom Sawyer also carry slingshots) is a virtue. The slingshot is an interesting aspect of of the American trickster. While most trickster characters must be rescued from situations of their own makings, the slingshot represents a “david and goliath” attitude – the small guy (trickster) can take on even the most staunch opponent with only a slingshot and his cunning. This is an allegory about the myth of the American male – who can overcome anything.

