
International Journal of Early Childhood Special Education (INT-JECSE)  

DOI: 10.48047/intjecse/V10I2.8 ISSN: 1308-5581 Vol 10, Issue 02 2018 

 

181 
 

The Concept of the Anti-Hero in Modern Literature: An Analytical Study 
 

Yash Deep Singh, 

Associate Professor, Department of Humanities, Graphic Era Hill University, 

Dehradun, Uttarakhand India, 248002 

 

 

Abstract 
This study intends to investigate the idea of the anti-hero in modern literature using a thorough analytical 

framework. A recurring character in modern literary works is the anti-hero, who is defined by flawed or 

ethically dubious attributes. The relevance of the anti-hero as a deviation from conventional heroic 

archetypes and as a representation of society's changes in values and beliefs are examined in this paper. 

The study examines the motivations, intricacies, and societal implications of anti-heroic personalities by 

analyzing significant literary texts from a range of genres and cultural situations. Close reading strategies 

and theoretical frameworks are used to investigate the psychological and moral aspects of the anti-hero 

and how they affect the organization of the story and pique the reader's interest. The study offers insights 

into the changing character of literary heroes and their portrayal in contemporary literature. 
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Introduction  

The idea of a hero has always been connected to noble values, unshakable morality, and an unyielding 

dedication to justice, in the world of literature. The anti-hero, however, is a brand-new archetype in 

contemporary writing. This character defies conventional ideas of heroism by exhibiting a number of 

faulty or dubious moral qualities that distinguish them from their heroic counterparts. An investigation of 

their motivations, intricacies, and significance is warranted given that the advent of the anti-hero marks a 

substantial change in cultural values and views. The anti-hero has been embraced by writers of literary 

works in a variety of genres and cultural settings as a way to examine the complexities of human 

behavior. In both classic works like Fyodor Dostoevsky's "Crime and Punishment" and well-known 

modern series like George R.R. Martin's "A Song of Ice and Fire," the anti-hero offers a rich and 

complicated canvas for writers to analyze human nature. Authors encourage readers to consider their own 

conceptions of good and evil by digging into the motives and conflict these imperfect protagonists 

encounter. 

 

It is essential to take a variety of approaches to studying anti-heroes. Analyzing the ideas, deeds, and 

feelings of the anti-heroic figures requires engagement with close reading strategies, which conduct a 

careful evaluation of the text. In addition, helpful tools for comprehending the psychological and moral 

aspects of these characters come from theoretical frameworks from disciplines like psychology, 

philosophy, and cultural studies. This study aims to explore the depths of the anti-hero's complexity and 

throw light on the role they play in modern literature by combining careful reading and theoretical 

analysis. The study of the anti-hero also encompasses studying the overall narrative structure in addition 

to the particular figure. Authors are required to develop particular storytelling strategies because the 

presence of an anti-hero frequently disrupts established plot lines and character arcs observed in 

traditional fiction. It is possible to have a greater knowledge of how literature changes as a result of 

societal changes by looking at the anti-hero's effect on narrative structure.Examples from Modern 

Literature such as Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s 

Travels, T.S. Eliot's The Hollow Men and The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock, Bronte’s Wuthering 

Heights, Rowling’s Harry Potter, James Joyce’s Ulysses, Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, and Stephenie 

Meyer Twilight Saga have been incorporated and analyzed in this paper.  
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Literature Review 

According to Salma, anti-heroes are a fundamental component of Existentialism, Postmodernism, and 

Modernism. Although the genre of anti-heroes began to gain attention and make significant inroads into 

popular literature roughly during and following the Modernism era, the idea existed even before that. 

Many authors and readers have been captivated by the notion of a hero who lacks epic attributes and is 

instead imperfect, weak, and filled with genuine insecurities. The writer says that, by examining many 

writings that assert to have an anti-heroic character rather than an epic heroic one, one can find the 

solution to this query regarding what an anti-hero actually signifies. The anti-hero is the aspect that gives 

a story flavor and elevates it above being just a straightforward tale of heroes and villains. The anti-hero 

is a character who exhibits some villainous traits, such as cruelty, cynicism, and brutality, but who still 

has the soul or goals of a more traditional Hero. It is likely that the anti-hero came first, before traditional 

heroes, possibly before the sanctifying impact of organized religion. Many of the main characters in both 

Western and Eastern classical and mythological tales fall into the general anti-hero category, especially 

those whose lives are shown as chaotic and violent, but their motivations conflict with these (Salma, 

2008). 

 

Neimneh uses Eliot's well-known Prufrock as an illustration of a flawed contemporary individual whose 

self-analysis, humility, and reluctance are all emblems of a renewed sort of heroism. T.S. Eliot's 

poem,The Hollow Men, describes a comparable situation. The hollow men lack the spiritual and cultural 

depth of traditional heroes. They even sing about their awareness of their symbolic and collective 

insignificance in post-World War I Western civilization. Similar to Salma, Neimnehemphasises how the 

anti-hero is not merely a modern idea; it was also present in the literary forms of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries. As a response to people's scepticism towards traditional values, their perception of 

their unimportance in the modern world, and their gloomy existence, modern anti-heroism, on the other 

hand, evolved in the early twentieth century (Neimneh, 2013). 

 

In Bloom, Joyce reinterprets the idea of heroism, according to Daniel Schwarz, "to emphasise not only 

pacifism but commitment to family ties, concern for the human needs of others, sense of self, tolerance, 

and decency." According to Michael Seidel, one of Joyce's tasks as a writer was to "reflect the trans-

migration of values from one age to another, one culture to another." As per Neimneh, people, therefore, 

tried to create order, create a pattern, or find meaning in a chaotic world that they could not control or 

understand. They tried to exist simply and in introspection in the havens of art and the subjective when 

they could not courageously exist in a mechanized age. Differently affecting men and women, modernism 

changed gender norms and expectations to some extent. Salma provides the example of Swift’s famous 

novel, Gulliver’s Travels. Although Gulliver in Swift's novel might readily reflect any individual battered 

by life's harshness, he did not exactly serve as a model for one's future existence. Gulliver had severe 

personality faults yet persisted in holding onto his attitudes. Protagonists such as Huckleberry Finn, a 

character created by Mark Twain, was a self-described rascal who caused all kinds of mischief and even 

committed the crime of aiding Jim, the fugitive slave, in accordance with American law at the time. He 

displayed heroic characteristics but his beliefs and actions were questionable (Salma, 2008). 

According to scholars such as Selvik, a character who occupies a grey area is an anti-hero; as a result, 

there are no specific stated restrictions on what an anti-hero may or may not do. Due to his circumstances, 

each anti-hero-like character in literary works tends to be unique, and there is potential for a variety of the 

anti-hero's actions and deeds (Selvik, 2016). "Even the most famous achievement, the Trojan Horse, is as 

an act of deception which ultimately wins the day," claims White. He cites the escape from the Cyclops' 

lair, in which Odysseus blinds the creature to make his way out. Again, this is a heroic action that belongs 

on the part of an anti-hero instead of a Hero. "This methodology seems to be in direct defiance of other 

traditional heroic depictions which value strength, animal fury, and direct confrontation", he says. 

According to White's theory, the "Anti-hero embodies what we are, with faults and vices that come part 

and parcel with everyday living" (White, 2013).  
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The youth in today's society are well-known for enjoying Twilight Saga, X-men, Harry Potter, Fallen, 

The Lord of the Rings, and many other novels and films (Love, 2008). Tolkien takes great pleasure in 

constructing flawed anti-heroes in his tales who, after taking responsibility and making atonement, 

become true heroes. According to Fitzsimmons, an anti-hero like Boromir from The Lord of the Rings lies 

to his allies before making up for his wrongdoings. He admitted guilt for his actions and gave his life to 

defend his companions (Fitzsimmons, 2015).Due to their anti-heroes, "'Street level vigilantes, Daredevil 

and 'The Punisher'," and the fact that "in 2013, the comic book market as a whole in North America hit 

$870 million in sales," Marvel Comics have been amongst the some of the most widely read in the USA. 

Because the comic book industry has blossomed recently and extended across the United States, scholars 

need to give comic books more attention. Marvel Comics are more like historical records that reflect 

American crime and history than merely creative comics (Allen, 2014).  

 

Cocker believes, as opposed to today, when Stephenie Meyer, Anne Rice, and many other female authors 

have made their mark on popular literature, the Brontes haven't gotten the respect from critics that their 

work merits. There is available a lot of knowledge about anti-heroes in modern literature, and many 

modern novels are already being analyzed. Their writings have only been examined broadly by literature 

students and literary critics, who have concentrated on other aspects including style, structure, 

autobiographical themes, and Byronic allusions. The information that follows provides a glimpse into the 

research that has been done on the Brontes and the opinions that its critics have developed (Cocker, 

2017). 

 

According to academics like Watson, Emily Bronte's novelWuthering Heights is regarded as "one of the 

greatest English novels". After an ongoing conflict with readers and reviewers for a century following its 

publication, it has now begun to receive recognition. Watson examines how the novel has been analyzed 

by critics and what makes it a work of art. He continues by saying that the Shakespearean characters 

Hamlet and Iago, two of literature's most formidable villains, are comparable to the protagonist 

Heathcliff. According to Watson, two American journals gave Wuthering Heights substantial reviews and 

thought it was a potent book. However, they both denounce the main character Heathcliff for his 

despicable actions, brutality, anti-Christian behavior, spiritual wickedness, and passions (Watson, 1949). 

 

The Bronte sisters' heroes are also referred to as "The Dangerous Lover" in some circles. According to 

Patchen (2009), "The Bronte sisters all shared the creation of 'The Dangerous Lover' in their own works. 

Therefore, all three sisters may use Byron's endearing model of the morally torn and socially isolated 

(anti-)hero, but they nonetheless adapt that hero into their respective works in unique ways" (Patchen, 

2009). All of these men are prepared to defy social standards and expectations for their heroine. The 

perilous lover can act as both an ally and an adversary simultaneously. Due to their social withdrawal and 

secluded lifestyle brought on by their remote location on the Yorkshire Moors, the Bronte sisters spent 

most of their time conversing with one another. Since each of them used a Byronic hero in their literature, 

their personalities and writing were impacted by one another. In that "they are each socially isolated and 

self-isolating, with enigmatic backgrounds, internalized moral conflicts, and a powerful sexual 

magnetism," Heathcliff and Rochester share the "virtues" of the Byronic hero (Patchen, 2009). Every one 

of these three men is prone to self-destruction, but the texts' potent female energy serves as the "Lover 

Redeemer" who saves them.  

 

According to Eaton (2012), a rough hero is similar to an anti-hero in that both characters have defects, but 

the rough hero's weaknesses are worse since he is gloomier. He can be a murderer, a sadist, a criminal, or 

even the devil himself. A rough hero is an admirable flawed character, such as Milton's Satan, who 

"generates respect and sympathy for the grand but evil being" (Eaton, 2012). According to Eaton, 

“appealing mean-spirited person includes protagonists who are manipulative, petty, selfish, ill-tempered, 

duplicitous, malicious, or cruel.” This describes Heathcliff from Wuthering Heights and places him in the 

harsh hero category. Figure 1 concludes the characteristics of an anti-hero protagonist:  
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Figure 1 Characteristics of An Anti-Hero Protagonist 

 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, this study has examined the idea of the anti-hero in contemporary literature through an 

analytical examination. The fascinating and complicated character archetype known as the anti-hero has 

arisen to contend with conventional ideas of morality and heroism. We have discovered new information 

about the traits, drives, and societal repercussions of the anti-hero through a thorough analysis of a 

number of literary works. The anti-hero frequently embodies moral ambiguity, existing in the liminal 

space between good and evil, according to one of the study's major results. The anti-hero is distinguished 

by flaws, doubts, and contradictory motivations, in contrast to the traditional hero, who supports noble 

principles and beliefs. The study has also brought attention to the anti-hero's lasting appeal and cultural 

significance in modern literature. These characters have enthralled readers and viewers, who speak to 

their yearning for more relevant and accurate depictions of bravery. The anti-hero questions conventional 

narratives defies expectations, and encourages a more thorough investigation of human nature. 
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