Good Job Saving Earth, Now Give me the Rent

 
“With great power comes great responsibility” Ben Parker told his nephew, Peter, after he had been in a fight at school.  But Peter, and every other superhero, would soon learn that great power also brings great problems that everyone, whether alien, man or superman, must face.  Yet why do screenwriters incorporate such human problems into such inhuman characters?  Screenwriters do this to make their inhuman creations more human, and thus easier to identify with.


By giving someone problems that we can all identify with, even an alien, like E.T., can be a well-received character.  E.T. is not human, doesn’t speak English, and can heal injuries just by touching them.  But this extraterrestrial has been well received by popular audiences because of the human problems that he faces.  He’s homesick.  Everyone has been homesick at least once in their lives and has felt the need to phone home.  He must rely on a stranger to help him get home.  While driving through a storm, we’ve all picked up a nail and blown a tire or while walking on a windy day we’ve all lost a contact.  And, in situations like these, someone that is passing by has stopped to lend a hand.  E.T.’s problems are easy for us to identify with, but his super-human abilities are not.


But of all the problems faced by superheroes in Action/Adventure films, the one most prevalent is heartache.  Almost all superheroes, whether Superman, Batman, Spiderman, or even Hellboy, experience problems with their love life.  A very frequent cause of this heartache is a character’s alter ego being ignored by their romantic interest because that person is in love with the superhero.  This strange occurrence can be seen in Spiderman, Batman Returns, Superman, and many others.  Yet why would almost every superhero have this problem? The vast majority of superheroes have this problem because the vast majority of people also have faced this problem.  The heroes’ alter egos are like their friends, and like these characters most people have had someone they like stolen away from them.  Screenwriters understand that in order to make a character more identifiable, that character doesn’t need to just have problems; they need problems the viewer can identify with.  Spiderman has an insane billionaire that dresses up like a goblin and throws bombs shaped like mini-pumpkins, but do any of us have a problem even remotely similar to this?  Peter Parker cannot get the girl of his dreams, though, because she’s in love with someone else, a problem we can all identify with.


A recent trend in Action/Adventure films has been to make the superhero more and more pitiable.  One of the first superheroes, Superman, seemed to have only a few, minor problems in his life.  Other than the fact that he was an orphan and the planet he was born on exploded, nothing seemed to be wrong with his life.  In the 80s, the Batman films started coming out, and we start to see superheroes with mental problems.  Then in the late 90s, we have Wolverine, from X-Men, who was experimented on, is homeless, and can’t remember his past.  The problems superheroes face have become more and more severe as a way of balancing the character to a more human level.


It would seem hard to identify with an alien that can turn back the time stream and punch holes in planets, but screenwriters have given this aforementioned hero dilemmas similar to the plights of the average person.  These problems make the superheroes seem more likable and more realistic to the viewers.
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