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Not Your Everyday Hero: The Cultural Impact of Don Quixote

When a person of our society thinks of a hero they think of many things. Children typically think of superhero’s or people with powers like Batman, Peter Pan, or the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. Teenagers usually think of epic heroes from ancient and modern times such as King Leonidas of the Spartans, James Bond, or Han Solo. Adults generally think of everyday heroes such as firefighters, police officers, and our nation’s armed forces. But what makes a hero? Most heroes are courageous and valiant leaders who fight for the good of mankind. Don Quixote displays these qualities, so why is he sometimes not considered a hero? Is it because he fights impossible battles and never overcomes them (the windmills)? Is it because he makes ghastly mistakes (slaughtering a herd of sheep)? Perhaps it is simply because he is a crazed old man who dresses like a knight and rides a horse around La Mancha all the while trying to convince people that they are part of the medieval period which ended a long time ago?! Last I checked the every hero has his growing pains at some point or another. Not every hero can save every life. Not every hero can win the final battle and restore peace to the land. Not every hero can be perfect. But despite their flaws, our heroes are the people that we count on in our time of need. To quote the movie Spider-Man 2 when Aunt May is explaining to Peter Parker about what a hero is, she exclaims,

“Lord knows, kids like Henry need a hero. Courageous, self-sacrificing people. Setting examples for all of us. Everybody loves a hero. People line up for them, cheer them, scream their names. And years later, they'll tell how they stood in the rain for hours just to get a glimpse of the one who taught them how to hold on a second longer. I believe there's a hero in all of us, that keeps us honest, gives us strength, makes us noble, and finally allows us to die with pride, even though sometimes we have to be steady, and give up the thing we want the most. Even our dreams” (IMBd.com).
Therefore, according to that statement Don Quixote is a perfect example of an everyday hero that can easily transcend into modern society.


The book Don Quixote has had a big impact on the world simply because of the wacky, yet, noble adventures of a dreamer. According to Wikipedia.com Don Quixote has influenced many people. Famous artists, writers, filmmakers, and more have all taken inspiration from the book and its leading character. Don Quixote also etched itself into different parts of history. La Mancha, the setting of the book, is now a famous part of Spain (known primarily for its windmills that our hero battled). Also, the word “quixotic” originated from this book and appropriately means: caught up in the romance of noble deeds and the pursuit of unreachable goals; idealistic without regard to practicality (thefreedictionary.com). Don Quixote can also be spotted in the form of multiple characters in many television shows and films. Disney has used his character many times in various movies. Mowgli from The Jungle Book is convinced that, regardless of his human nature, he has the skills to survive in the jungle among his animal friends and trains to live like they do. Tarzan is the same way at the beginning of the movie Tarzan by believing that he is truly a hairless gorilla. Buzz Lightyear in Toy Story is a perfect example in that, despite literally being a action figure, he lives his life as the real Buzz Lightyear would. Finally there is the recent movie Bolt which is about a dog who believes that he has super powers until it is revealed to him that he is actually the star of a TV show and that his super powers are really just special effects. There are many other examples in every day entertainment and art that are easily recognizable. Much like being recognizable in our society, Don Quixote was recognizable in his society.

In the time that the book was written, most people had forgotten about the romantic ideals that Don Quixote believes in. Everyone knew about the chivalric tales of the knights in shining armor and the adventures that they went on. However, the attitudes of the country had stepped away from the honorable and just cause of the “code of chivalry” and instead focused more on their own personal gain. Sound familiar? Our nation is generally the same way if you think about it. Back in the 50’s everyone wanted to be the great American family, but nowadays everyone just wants to make lots of money, have big houses and nice cars, and be better than everyone else rather than helping those in need. Therefore, Don Quixote was recognizable to everyone with his knightly aspirations, but was laughed at due to those aspirations being out of date.
The book uses the themes of the distinction between class and worth, incompatible systems of morality, and perspective and narration (SparkNotes.com). As the website exclaims, most of the lower-status characters where kind and intelligent while the upper-class characters were rude and condescending toward Don Quixote. This also holds true in the incompatible systems of morality. Don Quixote is unable to comprehend the views of the people he meets just as they are unable to take Don Quixote and his romantic ideas seriously. The two are so drastically opposite that it is impossible for them to coincide and work together to create a better world. Then of course we have the perspective and narration portion in which the book causes the reader to think about which side he or she is on. Do we agree with Don Quixote and his uplifting lifestyle or do we believe his is a madman just as the common villagers believed?
Whatever one decides to believe in, one thing is for sure: Don Quixote was a man who tried to make the world a better place. You hear it all the time in television commercials and read it in magazines and so on that only ONE person is needed to change the world. That one person doesn’t even need to do anything overwhelming either. Performing a simple act such as helping an old lady across the street can be enough to make people stop and think, “Wow, if they can be that kind and generous, maybe I can too.” Before you know it, you have a world living in peace and harmony. Sure it may sound impossible, unrealistic, absurd, or even hippie-like to some people, but when one stops and thinks about it, what is wrong with being honest, strong, and noble? Just as Aunt May says, “I believe there is a hero in all of us” (IMBd.com). It’s our job to bring that inner being out into the open for everyone to see.
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