“The Re-Definition of Hero”

By Donlee Brussel

“When I grow up, I want to be a hero.”

-- Donlee Brussel, age 7

“When I die, I want to be remembered.”

-- Donlee Brussel, age 17

Many Americans have a longing to be more than mere nobodies. Americans have a yearning, a burning desire to be more, to stand out from the crowd, to earn the right and privilege to be called “heroes.” In some fiction, authors such as James Fenimore Cooper (Natty Bumppo in The Leatherstocking Tales), Ian Fleming (James Bond), and a myriad of other comic book writers like Stan Lee, have dictated in their writings that heroes possess larger than life personas and heroic achievements. However, a contrary to the norm of what constitutes a hero exists.

In the new millennium, following the devastation of the 9/11 tragedy, the nation’s newest heroes and heroines are emerging through the debris: they’re people like you and me. In other literature, Arthur Miller says the most tragic hero is a salesman. Ernest Hemingway says heroes are those who display “grace under pressure.” His heroes have just the strength to live their lives, facing the same old, same old, no matter how tedious. On the other hand, poet Edwin Arlington Robinson will say to forget the very notion of heroes. Paraphrased by his admirers, Simon and Garfunkel, Robinson says, “Stop wishing that you could be Richard Cory.” Finally, there is my personal hero, Jerry Stahl, a heroin addict.
In our time, America is seen as one of the saddest casualties of war. Besides being the Land of the Free and of opportunity though, we are most importantly the Home of the Brave and the epitome of perseverance. At this time of crisis, when we are in desperate need of someone to look up to, someone to provide moral support, Everyman and Everywoman are America’s hero and heroine for the new millennium.

Everyman is the firefighter putting his life on the line, risking it to find someone—dead or alive—within the ground zero rubble. Everyman is everyone like you or me waiting for hours at hospitals hoping to give blood to help the 9/11 victims whether directly effected by the attacks or not.  Everyman is every celebrity you see on TV or hear on the radio using his or her clout to get others to help assuage the pain and suffering of those who had their lives turned upside down by 9/11 without his or her Hollywood mask on.

America’s new hero is in jail with captured terrorists pretending to be their friend in order to pass along helpful information to the government in hopes of preventing further hurt. America’s new hero is in your home, there for you to talk to about what’s going on. America’s new hero or heroine is in school trying to educate students so they don’t hate those that fit their perhaps ignorant stereotypes.

In this time of despair, what constitutes a hero has definitely changed. Not as many will be saying it’s this manufactured pop singer or that Cuban boy we kept here. Heroes are not, as Thomas Paine wrote in Common Sense, “the summer soldier and the sunshine patriot.”

Who we turn to now are the individuals displaying genuine courage, passing on words of encouragement to keep our spirits high and giving us the strength to survive this debilitating blow.

Everyman and Everywoman aren’t necessarily the smartest or the dumbest, the richest or the poorest, the most or least honorable souls you will ever know. They are brothers and sisters, fathers and mothers, doctors and firefighters. They are the people you see on your block, in public, or on television who are going above and beyond the title, Good Samaritan. They are people like you and me, except their exhibitions of virtue make them true sources of inspiration for us all.

The concept of this hero isn’t that novel though. The idea’s been around since the 1950’s with the creation of a lowly salesman by the name of Willy Loman.

Miller’s play, Death of a Salesman, is a groundbreaker in the field of tragedies. It paved the way for the success of Hickey in Eugene O’Neill’s The Iceman Cometh and the anti-heroes of David Mamet’s Glengarry Glen Ross. Willy Loman, the hero of Death of a Salesman, is the antithesis of the larger than life, conventional tragic heroes of the past such as Homer’s Odysseus, Shakespeare’s Macbeth, or Fitzgerald’s Gatsby.  Willy is just a man. 

He isn’t of royalty, the rich, or the famous. He never fought in any wars or had his name in the paper. Definitely not the noblest of characters, but audiences empathize with Willy: he is a man willing to die for the success, and in the long run, the survival of his family. Audiences embrace Willy Loman because they can relate to him: he is Everyman. 

On the other hand, Hemingway’s heroes, such as those of The Sun Also Rises, are merely disillusioned individuals living monotonous and practically meaningless lives with few twists and turns for reinvigoration. What makes them heroes in Hemingway’s eyes are their “guts,” their willingness to wake up every morning to tackle daily challenges. As the Norwegian proverb goes, “A hero is one who knows how to hang on one minute longer.” 

Jake Barnes, the protagonist of the novel, doesn’t get a consolation prize for giving up his sex life by fighting in the war. He never gets to consummate his relationship with the girl he gets in the end. All he does is persevere.

Conversely, Robinson’s poems are the proverbial middle finger to the belief in heroes and the wishes to be them. In “Miniver Cheevy,” Robinson contemptuously tells of a drunk who blames his lack of legacy or a place in society on the fact that he wasn’t born at the right time. In “Richard Cory,” Robinson tells of a town looking up to and admiring one man who seemingly has everything. In the end though, this town’s hero “put a bullet in his head.” Robinson argues cynically that heroes themselves are illusions that mainstream America has bought into. 

Modern nonconformists can consider Robinson their messiah in their battle against stereotypes. My willingness, or lack thereof, to buy into what’s perpetuated to us by the mass media is evident by the choice of my personal hero.

My personal hero is a former junkie. He is the most admirable survivor I know of, having gotten through a childhood actually worse than mine. He is Jerry Stahl, the man who wrote for Larry Flynt's Hustler and other magazines before moving up to getting paid $5,000 a week writing for "Twin Peaks," "Thirtysomething," and "ALF." From there, he indulged in a $6,000 a week heroin habit, screwed over all his friends, shot up in the bathroom in the hospital when his daughter was being born, and soon thereafter, hit rock bottom. 

Stahl stopped getting work, his drug addiction having gotten to the point where he took his own flesh and blood daughter with him to a dark alley in the ghetto just to score some smack. In the end though, Stahl came out of his black hole of ruin, something straight out of Nathaniel West’s The Day of the Locust, and came out on top, living to tell his tale in a memoir, Permanent Midnight.

Jerry Stahl is my hero for what he got through and what we have in common.  Like him, I had a guilt-trip-laying mother who made me feel like nothing. Years later, I still feel traumatized and I get it out by writing, just like him.

Just like Stahl, I know what it is like having all your friends try to help you get out of the situations you got yourself into. Throughout middle school and high school, I buried myself in issues on top of issues. Everyone tried to help me. Repeatedly however, I screwed myself over. In the end, like my personal hero, I realized only I could save myself.

Because of his addiction and lack of self-control, Jerry Stahl lost his wife and custody of his daughter. I was on the verge of losing everything as well. I almost lost any opportunity whatsoever at getting into a substantial college, getting a solid education, making a future for myself, making my family and loved ones proud.

A friend gave me Stahl's memoir during my most turbulent time of despair. This story of a man who worked his way up from writing for smut magazines to being one of the highest paid sitcom writers ever, to losing it all over an addiction, changed my life. When I read about his experiences and how he overcame his ultimate adversary, I knew that even I could turn my life around.

Years after I first read Permanent Midnight, I still find passages within the opus that help me in my ever-changing, everyday life. That book is one of the few things I can count on when times get tough. Jerry Stahl is the man—the hero—I look up to, not so much for what he accomplished, but for what he had to overcome to do so.

Famous, notorious, or unknown, these people and characters, though unorthodox candidates for the title, are heroes and heroines. They contrast the traditional, Aristotelian notion of what a hero really is. As for me, I think I’ll just take Will Roger’s advice: “We can't all be heroes… someone has to sit on the curb and clap as they go by.”
