Why Do We Care When Celebrities Die?
Submitted by Nate Danger Geist, Resident Assistant, Southern Illinois University Edwardsville 

Because we have seen them in movies and recognize their work, we feel like we actually know them.  Imagine if Judd Apatow died.  At first, you probably wouldn’t recognize the name, or even care that he died.  But after someone told you that he was the guy who brought you Knocked Up, Superbad, Walk Hard: The Dewey Cox Story, and The 40 Year-Old Virgin, you would be hit a lot harder, because by having seen his work, you feel a connection with him that you otherwise wouldn’t.

We don’t know their secret flaws, so we don’t dislike them to begin with.  When Steve Irwin died, the world mourned for the loss because they understood it to be accidental and innocent on Irwin’s part.  But when River Phoenix died, the world had less sympathy because the world felt he had brought it on himself.
We don’t know their secret lives, so we don’t expect it to happen when it does.  We don’t expect Miley Cyrus to die anytime soon, because she is a young, up-and-rising star.  But if Britney Spears died tomorrow, would it really be that much of a surprise, considering that the struggles she is facing is in the top news everyday?

We are distraught by the amount of potential that is lost.  Can you imagine how many classic comedies would be in existence today if Chris Farley and John Candy were still alive today?
We find them physically attractive.  Deaths of stars like James Dean, Heath Ledger, Elvis Presley, Anna Nicole Smith, Lisa “Left-Eye” Lopes, and Aaliyah have always had a more dramatic effect than that of John Belushi, Peter Jennings, Andre the Giant, Tammy Faye, Janis Joplin, and Mama Cass.

We respect their work.  Phil Hartman was a most respected comedian, actor, and voice impersonator, and as a result, he made giant waves in the wake of his death.

The media tells you to care.  How much more did you care about Heath Ledger’s death than you did Brad Renfro’s?  Similarly, how much media coverage did you hear about Ledger’s death as opposed to Renfro’s?

Our childhood memories are forsaken.  Can’t you remember the void you felt when Shari Lewis, Mr. Rogers, or Bozo the Clown died?

We realize we aren’t invincible.  When someone like Heath Ledger dies, the fragility of life is recognized in a renewing capacity.  If someone as young and promising as Ledger can die prematurely, then what to make of our lives?
The death is a tragedy in and of itself, so you empathize with those closely affected.  If you felt any anguish for Anna Nicole Smith’s baby, Steve Irwin’s family, or Heath Ledger’s daughter, you recognize this concept.
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