Superman is dead.

By Andrew Sztein
Last Sunday, two days before this writing, Superman himself, Christopher Reeve died of a heart failure at the tender age of 52. When my friend sent me the cnn.com report about it, and started talking to me about it, I sensed a deep sadness in his words. He called Reeve a “legend”, and a true Superman. This got me to thinking. Sure, Reeve was probably a great person. On my limited knowledge, he did lots of charity work for spinal cord research, and was an inspiration to many who have suffered serious, and paralyzing injuries. He is a man, who despite not being able to walk, continued to direct and to act. He was a man who didn’t let the cards he was dealt keep him from playing the game. 

But…

Why do we mourn him to the extent that we do? Did any of us actually know Reeve personally? I doubt it. Why does it make our heart feel heavy when a celebrity dies? Answer me this; if Reeve never played Superman, or for that matter, never acted in a film in his life, would you still mourn his death with the same, for a lack of a better word, enthusiasm? Probably not. In fact, you probably would have never heard of him, and would turn a blind eye towards it. Just think, we’re bereaving a man as an actor, not because of his accomplishments. If he was say, an insurance broker, or a dentist, who went through the exact same thing, really, what would you feel? Imagine a dentist breaking his neck on an equestrian field, and then devoting his life to charity. His obituary would likely be at the most, a side note in the newspaper, but likely relegated to the obituary page with the rest of us normal civilians.

Now, I’m not saying that Reeve isn’t worthy of our prayers, and our sadness. I’m saying that just because the man was an actor, doesn’t make him better than us. Just because he was in a movie that millions saw and enjoyed, does that make him a better person than you or I? A man’s occupation should not be the measuring stick by which we measure his life. For that matter, why do we have to measure this man’s life in the first place? We can say that he was a great man who led a life that is an inspiration for millions. But, we’re mourning him as an actor, not as a hero. People feel the same amount of sorrow when any celebrity dies. I think the reason we get all choked up about it, is that we’re losing a piece of ourselves. When Stanley Kubrick died, for example, I was sad for his family, but I think I felt more sadness because there wouldn’t be any more superb movies from an extraordinary director. 

I am not trying to cheapen the value of human life here, far from it. I am just trying to figure out why we place so much more emphasis and sadness on one human life compared to another. We’re all equals in this world, but there are those who have done more important things, and helped more people, and done more good in the world than actors and celebrities, and I don’t usually hear any sort of bleeding heart for them. I’m thinking of heroes like Romeo Dallaire (if you don’t know who this is, that has proven my point further. Dallaire was a Canadian General who, against orders, refused to withdraw his troops, and protected 30,000 Rwandan refugees in an abandoned soccer stadium. Ever heard of him? Didn’t think so. You think he’ll get the publicity that Rodney Dangerfield got when his time comes? I seriously doubt it.) When real heroes like these pass on, I just see a side note in the newspaper, and they’re lucky to get that.

Mourning is a natural human emotion, and one that shows that we are a compassionate species. Even though an actor can bring joy to millions with a movie, does that really make him more worthy of mourning than, say, a teacher? A police officer? A fireman? Even a clerk at McDonalds? I don’t think it does, and I think people are more mourning the loss of entertainment in their lives than the actual person them self. Being famous doesn’t mean you’re more valuable than the rest of us. Now, I think I’ll shed a tear for the man who overcame a spinal cord injury, to become an advocate for stem cell research, an active member in the charity community, and a likely all around wonderful human being. Superman however, will get none of my tears.
