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1. Introduction

Heroes (and heroines) cross boundaries. They transgress them, thereby drawing attention to
themselves and provoking social reactions. Strictly speaking, they cannot yet be called heroes during
the act of crossing boundaries because they are only created through a process which begins with the
transgression. In the approach discussed here, the focus is thus not on the ‘finished’ hero with his
heroic attributes, but rather the various constitutive processes involved in the creation of the hero and
his (her) attributes. At the (preliminary) end of the heroization process, the heroic figure appears with
his quality of autonomy or transgressiveness. In this sense, the process of transgressing boundaries
and thus one of several forms of boundary work which characterise heroizations is analysed below.[1]

2. Crossing boundaries – on the constitution of heroic transgressiveness

For boundaries to be transgressed they first need to exist. If we closely examine the formation of
boundaries, however, it becomes clear that these in turn are only constituted by the transgression
itself.[2] Nevertheless, in every social context, we find expectations, norms and laws – and therefore
boundaries. They regulate what behaviour is perceived as typical, normal or right. This framework
changes historically, but it is clearly defined for the respective contemporary society.[3] It determines
what is permitted and correct in the normative sense and what is not. In addition, there are
expectations about what people are ‘normally’ capable of doing and ideas about what is morally
considered good and what a deviation.[4] If social boundaries are transgressed, this represents an
unexpected event that attracts general attention.[5] Here, the relationality of the event becomes
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apparent. For what is considered completely normal against the background of the boundaries of one
society is seen as a transgression in another social context with different limitations.

An example of such a transgression is the decision made by Chesley B. Sullenberger on 15 January
2009.[6] On this date, he was the captain of the US Airways flight taking off from New York’s LaGuardia
Airport at 3.26 pm with 150 passengers onboard. Shortly after take-off, a severe bird strike caused
both engines to fail. It was immediately clear that the plane would have to make an emergency
landing within a very short space of time. Accordingly, Sullenberger had to make a quick decision. He
did not follow the tower’s instructions, which first suggested a return to LaGuardia and subsequently a
landing at nearby Teterboro Airport (New Jersey). Instead, Sullenberger opted for an emergency
ditching on the Hudson River. Such a manoeuvre had been neither foreseen in the emergency
checklists nor practised in the flight simulations. Moreover, the statistics on the chances of success
were damning. Whether Sullenberger had therefore legally violated the regulations with his decision
consequently became the subject of many years of legal negotiations, which ultimately ruled in his
favour.[7] Irrespective of this, he definitely crossed the line of what was intended and expected – even
in such an exceptional situation. It therefore remained to be seen as to how this crossing of
boundaries would be evaluated socially.

Fig. 1: US Airways Flight 1549 in the Hudson River

Photo of the ditched US Airways Flight 1549 in
the Hudson River

Source: Greg Lam Pak Ng / Wikimedia
Commons
Licence: Creative Commons BY 2.0

The outcome of the story is well known: Sullenberger and his team (he did not act alone and it is
another characteristic of heroization processes that agency is concentrated on one central figure,
while the agency of all other participants is diminished in comparison) succeeded in landing on the
Hudson River – between the ferries, the George Washington Bridge and less than three kilometres
from Times Square in Manhattan. All passengers were able to leave the plane via the emergency exits.
Images of this floating island with the survivors on the wings have become iconic (see fig. 1).

Seconds after the ditching, heroic stories began to emerge. This initially involved ‘processing’ the
event through the media. Janis Krums tweeted from one of the ferries that went to the plane floating
in the river: “There’s a plane in the Hudson. I’m on the ferry going to pick up the people. Crazy.”[8]
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Many television stations switched to breaking news and broadcast live images. Surveillance cameras
had recorded the emergency landing, but eyewitnesses also reported and distributed their photos. In
these media portrayals, the heroic narrative was quickly formed. The Governor of New York State
spoke of ‘heroic deeds’ and a miracle at the scene of the accident: “We’ve had a miracle on 34th Street
before. I believe now we’ve had a miracle on the Hudson.”[9] Shortly afterwards, not only did New York
Mayor, Michael Bloomberg, congratulate Sullenberger and present him with the key to the city, but
the still-acting American President, George W. Bush, also thanked him via telephone.[10] The Daily
News newspaper showed the emergency landing of the plane with a portrait photo of Sullenberger on
its front page (see fig. 2). The image was titled “HERO OF THE HUDSON” with the subtitle announcing
the “Special report on miracle of flight 1549”. Long before a legal decision was made, society had
reached its verdict: “Sully” – as the pilot was now typically called – was a hero. As such, he was
interviewed on numerous talk shows, publicly honoured many times and his heroic deed was made
into a film in 2016 with Clint Eastwood as director and Tom Hanks in the eponymous role.[11]

Fig. 2: Front Cover of the Daily News

Front cover of the Daily News, Friday, 16
January 2009, New York

Source: New York Daily News
Licence: Copyrighted image / quotation
(German Act on Copyright and Related Rights,
Section 51 / § 51 UrhG)

These societal attributions gave the historical person, Chesley B. Sullenberger, a quasi-fictional
character. In this way, an idealised image of the hero or heroine is created through the heroization
process.[12] In doing so, the person is idealised and thus detached from their direct social context and
literarised. “What is interesting is the way in which the image of the hero is taken out of its context and
woven into a heroic life in which the social context becomes played down, or becomes one in which
the hero distinguishes himself from and rises above the social.”[13] Accordingly, accounts of Sully
show clear similarities with fictional hero narratives in their dynamics and structure. Whether a
historical event forms the starting point, or it is a purely fictional story makes a considerable
difference to social perception and scholarly framing.[14] But regarding the way the hero story is told
and how the boundary work in it functions, there are many parallels.[15] In this respect, analytical tools
from literary studies can also be used to examine social-media forms of communication. Nevertheless,
it remains to be seen whether, in the real heroization process, there is a complex initial situation with
many actors involved – but still without heroes – as well as a moment of ambiguity whose evaluation
remains open.

The transgression of boundaries is retrospectively represented within the framework of the hero
narrative and can then be analysed. According to Juri Lotman, the world of heroic stories always has a

https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/ny-metro-hudson-miracle-landing-20190114-story.html
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central demarcation separating “two mutually complementary subsets”.[16] Of these two sides exists a
realm of ordinary mortals and a beyond that cannot be entered by the former. The protagonist now
distinguishes himself precisely by transgressing this boundary, which is binding for all others and
considered uncrossable.[17] “The agent is the one who crosses the border of the plot field (the
semantic field), and the border for the agent is a barrier.”[18] It is through the act of crossing the
boundary that the heroic figure is actually constituted as such.[19] Here, the procedural nature of
heroization becomes very clear. It is the act of crossing over that changes the figure who transgresses
and gives them heroic qualities.[20]

Crossing the boundary is always the exception. If it were the rule, the corresponding boundary would
not exist.[21] Due to its exceptional character and because the transgression questions existing
boundaries, it provokes a social reaction and generates narrative tension. If it is a real event, society
must react to the transgression, precisely because the transgressive action challenges social normality
and normativity. In the example above, it is the plane on its way astray over New York – especially
after the attacks of 11 September 2001 – which leaves its element, the air, and lands on water.
Sometimes, however, it also applies to the social reception of fictional narratives: The specific form of
heroic representations, their human – and mostly male[22] – personalisation, the concentration of
agency on a central figure, their reference to the numinous[23] as well as their polarised setting evoke
strongly affirmative effects. Accordingly, boundary crossings are evocative events from which society
emerges altered to a greater or lesser degree.[24] Heroes can be both the starting point of social
upheavals and serve to stabilise existing orders.

The transgression of boundaries is followed by a moment of ambiguity in which the transgression of
the law is either heroized or demonised. It is interesting to note that there are only these two
diametrically opposed possibilities – those involved do not usually react indifferently.[25] This does not
mean that the heroized figure is then completely ‘purged’. Often ambivalences and negative
characteristics persist, sometimes contributing to the attractiveness of the admired figure.
Sullenberger’s boundary crossing was widely viewed positively, as ‘heroic’, as shown above. But for
aviation regulations and the corresponding training of future pilots, this assessment was definitely a
challenge. After all, the deviant behaviour here should not act as the shining example and become the
rule. Moreover, one can imagine what the social evaluation would have looked like had the ditching
not been successful.

Through analysis it becomes clear that how transgression is socially evaluated is at first undecided.
This indecision is concealed in the hero narrative that emerges through the course of the process.
Within the framework of the hero narrative, the ultimate hero figure is usually portrayed from the
beginning in such a way that, for example, their heroic character had already shown itself in
childhood. However, if one analyses the heroization process in its various phases, the openness of the
evaluation immediately after the boundary crossing becomes apparent. Only then do the questions
arise as to how the heroic story was formed in the media and which different orders of justification
played a role in its social evaluation. In addition, one can ask about the factors concerning the person
that make the transgression more likely to be heroized, such as the fact that the transgressive act was
done out of one’s own free will and not out of compulsion, that a personal risk was accepted in the
process, and that the outcome was open.[26] It is interesting here that both failure (as a tragic hero)
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and success (triumphant hero) can be heroized.[27]

In summary, it can be stated that over the course of the heroization process, there is initially a
transgression of boundaries by a person, followed by a moment of ambiguity in which it is unclear as
to how the social environment in question will react to it (the only thing that is certain is that there can
be no ‘business as usual’ as a reaction). In the case of positive evaluation, a heroic narrative and other
media representations of heroes emerge (see fig. 3). During this process, the heroic figure is
attributed the quality of autonomy and transgressiveness.

Fig. 3: Visualisation of the trangression process

Visualisation of the trangression process

Source: Own work by Tobias Schlechtriemen
Licence: Creative Commons BY-ND 4.0
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