What makes a hero? It's hard to say,

but we know we need them
By Patrick J. Dickson, Stars and Stripes, Stripes Sunday magazine, April 28, 2002

WASHINGTON — Three U.S. soldiers are ambushed and taken prisoner in Kosovo while on patrol. A month later they return to the United States, and the media call them heroes.

An Okinawa Marine is called a hero in a Stripes story for turning in a fellow service member in connection with a rape outside a nightclub there.

A Marine corporal loses his foot when he steps on a mine in Afghanistan. The media call him a hero. He denies this, and calls his therapists and "families all over the country who were supporting me" the real heroes.

Are they heroes? What is a hero? Perhaps there are as many definitions as there are heroes, but that’s no reason to shy away from an attempt at definition.

Webster’s defines a hero (in part) as any person, especially a man, admired for courage, nobility, or exploits, especially in war.

I think most men would find that an agreeable description; women may disagree.

But it also begs the question: How do you define nobility? Courage? One can imagine an argument where those are defined by examples, which is circular logic if ever there was.

So we must accept a working definition at some point, and go with it, flaws and all. Let’s roll.

Professor Charles A. Smith of the School of Family Studies and Human Services at Kansas State University has a Web site http://everydayhero.ws/ he uses to teach children about courage and heroism.

Smith says heroes "find the courage to take a significant risk or make a great sacrifice to achieve a noble goal."

Nearly everyone I queried said the firefighters and cops who died trying to rescue people in the World Trade Center are heroes.

They seem to be the embodiment of the concept: People who acted to save the lives of others, with complete disregard for their own safety. You get a chill just reading about it.

But not everyone agrees.

An old friend, Marine Sgt. Malcolm Schroeder, a guard at the U.S. Embassy in Estonia, says police officers and firefighters are heroes by virtue of deciding to enter the profession, by going to work every day — not because they died in the line of duty.

"The firefighters and policemen who did their jobs on Sept. 11, and lost their lives in the process, are not heroes simply because of this action," Schroeder said. "Should I die in defense of this embassy, I would not be a hero. It’s my job, my duty, my choice. Perhaps my acceptance of that would be heroic."

Andrew Ramirez, one of three soldiers captured and beaten by Serbs in Kosovo, does not see himself as a hero.

"After [Sept. 11], how can I call myself a hero? I was simply on a routine reconnaissance … when we happened to run into the ambush. A far cry from risking my life for another soldier."

Is humility about your achievements part of the equation?

Retired Army Lt. Col. John Ross Frederick was a young second lieutenant who led a platoon of GIs with the 8th Infantry Division toward Cologne, Germany, in the closing months of World War II.

The media’s use of the word means little to Frederick.

"The word hero … I’ve seen so many [abuses] of it, it doesn’t bother me … the media uses it ’cause of 9/11. Two years ago, the military were all slackers and freeloaders."

Frederick was a rifle platoon leader — "Not a good occupation. In fact, a stupid occupation" — and was wounded some five miles from Cologne and awarded the Silver Star and a Purple Heart.

Does he consider himself a hero?

"You get up, you do your job," he said. "I did what I did because I was a dumb second lieutenant with a bunch of grunts, and we didn’t know any better."

Though generations, maybe worlds, apart, Frederick and Ramirez agree on one thing: Ramirez is right. He’s no hero.

"They’re not heroes. Those three … wandered around and got lost," Frederick said.

"Heroes are not known by the loftiness of their carriage; the greatest braggarts are generally the merest cowards." 

—Jean Jacques Rousseau, French deistic philosopher

Seeking the spotlight
Frederick’s humility about his own exploits seems characteristic of his own, "greatest generation."

And what of humility? It’s an attractive trait, but is it part of the hero equation?

Jim Loose, a former Army infantry officer, has written a novel, "My Father’s Eyes," about how three children discover their father’s heroics during World War II.

Loose sees heroes as people "exactly like us" who rise to nobility in horrible circumstances. Yet the men and women of WWII never talked much about it.

"So many baby boomers grew up around heroes without knowing about it. During WWII, baby boomer parents did their things — sometimes amazing things — and then almost without exception returned to their normal, prewar lives. They didn’t wear halos afterwards."

Loose also makes the point that heroes’ humility, if genuine, is the result of an endearing brand of ignorance.

"That so many heroes are unaware of their own specialness is part of America’s attraction to them."

So would a true hero ever seek attention after the act? Smith doesn’t think so.

"Those who engage in heroic action never see what they did as especially noteworthy. They are always uncomfortable with public recognition and often feel unworthy of acclaim.

"Why? Because their action feels so natural, so much a part of who they are [people with a conscience] that it carries a sense of obligation," he said.

"A person might say, ‘I had to help. She was in trouble. I couldn’t walk away.’"

Need they be unaware of popular culture? It might help.

The entertainment industry throws heroes at us as often as they can make money doing so. The same can be said of many news organizations — if they feel that portraying someone as a hero increases interest in a story, well, why not?

Linda Robertson, a professor of writing and rhetoric at Hobart and William Smith Colleges in Geneva, N.Y., says the debasement of the term goes back to the Reagan administration.

"President Reagan started the practice of honoring ‘everyday heroes’ at the State of the Union address by having ordinary Americans who did something brave or just kind of nice stand up and take a bow," Robertson said.

"The tendency seems to have infected the military, who gave out medals to everyone who even caught sight of Grenada during our ‘invasion’ of it."

United Flight 93
Todd Beamer and his compatriots are called heroes for fighting hijackers of United Airlines Flight 93 and foiling their presumed attempt to slam into another high-value target on Sept. 11. Beamer and some compatriots made that impossible, though we can never know how.

Is Todd Beamer a hero? His goal was noble, certainly; he wanted, best we can tell, to spare lives on the ground. But did he put himself at significant risk? He seems to have been in grave danger no matter what he did.

No matter, says Smith.

In that situation, "he has a choice. A choice as to how he will die. Will fear drive him to grief and panic? Or will he conquer the ultimate fear, rise up, and make a choice to ‘do the right thing,’ despite mind-numbing fear? There lies the heroic act."

New York author Richard Laermer agrees.

"Oh, totally," Laermer said of Beamer and his compatriots. "They knew it was dangerous, and they did what they did to save lives and destruction."

What of women?
In my talks with co-workers and professors and authors, it dawned on me that women were not mentioned once when the topic of heroes was raised. So I asked women in the newsroom to name me a heroine. Surprisingly, most struggled.

Eventually, Joan of Arc and Florence Nightingale were suggested, but many had only vague notions of the reasons for their heroism.

"I think heroes [or stereotypical heroes] are often tested in times of war, and traditionally, women are not a part of that," an editor said. "Also, many jobs that heroes have [firefighter, police officer] are traditionally held by men."

Two women mentioned Mother Teresa as the conversation rolled along.

They spoke of her incredible sacrifices in the service of humanity. When someone dedicates her life to the sick and the poor, it’s hard to call her anything but a hero. And a saint.

Sports heroes
What about athletes? Do professional athletes take on significant risk or make great personal sacrifices? It wouldn’t seem so; they are blessed with enormous ability, and have worked hard, perhaps even sacrificed, to get where they are.

Are their goals noble?

I took a quick survey to see who co-workers saw as heroes in the world of sports.

Someone offered Jesse Owens; not only did he suffer the indignities of the day as a black athlete, but went into the belly of the racist beast in Hitler’s Berlin in 1936 and emerged with four gold medals.

One person said Red Sox slugger Ted Williams, who gave up five seasons to be a Navy pilot in World War II and a Marine fighter pilot in Korea. But Williams got deferments when first drafted. Does that mitigate his status?

Champion cyclist Lance Armstrong was proposed. Armstrong overcame testicular cancer to win the Tour de France three straight years. But is a championship a noble goal?

One person mentioned Joe Delaney, former running back with the Kansas City Chiefs. Delaney lost his life in Louisiana in 1983, trying to save three young boys from drowning. This fits our hero criteria, but has nothing to do with the sport; he’s a hero who happened to play sports.

That’s why they’re called sports heroes; their heroism is narrowly defined, within the context of sport.

Everyday heroes and personal heroes
A co-worker, who is a blood donor, received a card from the American Red Cross. She’s an "Active Hero."

The World Wide Web is full of pages with people listing their "personal heroes," with entries ranging from Gandhi to Homer Simpson.

Many people I spoke with on heroism mentioned family members or archetypes that rose to the level of hero — single moms, my grandmother, my dad, etc.

Rachel Oestreicher Bernheim is executive director of the Raoul Wallenberg Committee of the United States. This organization educates the American public about the humanitarian heroism of the Swedish diplomat Raoul Wallenberg, who saved the lives of more than 100,000 Hungarian Jews during WWII. She sees heroism in a vastly different light than our working definition, favoring values over acts.

"[Heroism] can be as simple as holding a door open for someone," she said. "They put someone else’s needs above their own. Acts of kindness, acts of charity are acts of heroism."

When asked if these traits weren’t merely common courtesy (though perhaps uncommon these days) or selflessness, most accepted that even if they were heroes, they were "lesser" heroes than a NYC firefighter, or a war hero.

Yet some were adamant; if that person in their life made a "substantial, positive difference" in their lives, who are we to say they weren’t a hero? Their influence is unmistakable.

"There are heroes in evil as well as good."

—François La Rochefoucauld, French classical author

Is bin Laden a hero?
As appalling as it may seem to Westerners, Osama bin Laden is a hero to some.

So is it the case that whoever writes the history books determines who is a hero? It’s a pretty weak argument.

What about principles? Isn’t it true bin Laden stands for something to his own followers? Not according to Laermer.

"There’s a big difference between principles and pure hatred — it’s all hate," Laermer said. "Bin Laden is a cult leader and he did something to enrage people."

Most agree.

"I think he is absolutely not a hero," Bernheim said. "He took the lives of innocent people to further a political objective."

I don’t want hate mail, but it’s my job to play devil’s (!) advocate — Isn’t America killing innocents in Afghanistan?

Kansas State professor Smith rebuts any such notion:

"I am proud of my country in the way it responded in Afghanistan. … We exercised great power as carefully as possible to bring about precise goals. Now, I know this is an overstatement … but from my viewpoint, this is what we did. Constraint and respect for human life … that made the effort noble."

Writer Jim Loose sums things up neatly.

"This question [of whose history book contains the real heroes] is characteristic of our era, which has a difficult time distinguishing between reality and image.

"Let’s try thinking about it this way: What if someone behaved heroically, but was never written about at all? Would that mean that person was not a hero? Common sense says no.

"So, the issue of who writes the history books, or if a hero’s story is ever even told, misses the point — as any real hero will tell us. My dad, a real hero of the Battle of Riva Ridge, went through most of his life without the recognition he deserved for what he had done during that battle. But that made almost no difference to him. Because he knew …"

Let us raise a glass to the unsung. 

