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Why are the Humanities Important to History?


History is always influenced by the assumptions that both scholars and students bring with them to their studies, and the American West, perhaps more than any other American region, carries with it all the cultural baggage of generations of myth-making.  From Indian art and artifacts, to the paintings of George Caitlin and Georgia O’Keefe, to the films of Clint Eastwood and John Wayne, the public’s view of the West has been influenced more by the humanities and popular culture, than by academic history.  

Even more importantly, many academic historians will tell you that they became interested in the West precisely because they so loved the great myths that came with the region. Much of what has been written about the West can be viewed as an extended discussion about the power of the myth of the western frontier, and all that it represents. 

As teachers, scholars and students, then, it is important that we acknowledge and address the primary place that the humanities and culture (painting, photography, film, literature, etc.) hold in the study of the West.  We must not ignore the fact that our students have been influenced by these images, and, that for better or for worse, many of these images are viewed as concrete “truth.” Also, in order to better engage students in the process of learning about history, it is often effective to approach the subject from a more oblique angle through the humanities and cultural studies.  

To this end, each week in this section we will be presenting resources from the humanities that you might use in your classrooms.  Take some time to examine them, and ask yourself how they might influence history, or our view of the West, or our students’ engagement with western history.  Remember that the humanities and popular culture do not simply reflect the history that we have presented in other areas; they often determine that history.
