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The elders in the family would tell fairy tales to their young ones where there are often 

clear cut demarcations of a character. If there is a hero, he should be the symbol of 

righteousness and virtue an epitome of values and virtues, who would be opposed by 

an antagonist. Later on, as the listeners grew up into adulthood, they started to face 

numerous complexities and challenges, which made them lose interest in the fairy tales 

and their characters. They started to demand flawed and complex characters to whom 

they can relate to and is beyond the simple plane of good and evil. That is the reason 

why heroes of mythologies are complex characters, who in the end are invariably good 

and uphold their virtues, in fact, the battle often extends to even posing a danger to all 

those values and virtues. Thus the character after many inner and outer battles succeed 

with his virtue. 

But as the years progressed more and more into the present post-modern era more and 

more audience began to find it hard to have the catharsis they used to have with these 

characters. It is because these characters are part of the social order. As we have seen 

the social order is not in such a good condition, as more and more people have started 

to distrust the social order. Not only do they do not trust the groups that lead to the 

downfall of the existing system and their new alternative. Nor do they trust the 

traditional organized opposition, who are crumbling in front of them unable to confront 

such a large force. In this condition, people will lose hope and a sense of purposeless 

and emptiness creeps upon them. 



A Peer-Reviewed Refereed e-Journal

 
140 

It is in this condition they look up to a hero, but cannot get the kind of catharsis they 

require. This need is filled by anti-heroes. A group of unlikely people who on the 

normal order of the things could`ve become a side character or a villain. They are 

flawed, complex, not always the force of good, at times even coward. This is the reason 

why the anti-heroes are loved. These characters have all insecurity as the common man 

who forms the majority of the audience. When these characters go through triumphs 

and failures, it symbolizes that if a man like that with similar insecurity as the common 

audience can do it by rebelling against the system that pushed them into in the first 

place, why not me, a kind of catharsis. ("Anti-Hero - Examples and Definition of Anti-

Hero", 2020) 

 Even when we look at the time of release and positive reception of an antihero we can 

find there was a strong hike in the anti-establishment thinking at that time, where one 

can even assume the presence of venting of such thought of those who loath modern 

society but repressed with their consciousness to survive in the modern society. Even 

the rise in fan base or positive response of an antagonist figure shows a similar trend. 

When Sigmund Freud talked about the unconscious dividing it into Id, Ego and Super 

Ego, his spiritual successor Carl Jung added another sphere into our mind; the Shadow. 

The Shadow is the place where all of our basic instincts reside which faced more 

repression during the modernisation program of our mind. Even though it is repressed 

it has never lost touch with the consciousness, as it constantly resurfaces, opposing the 

belief that man is the master of his soul. Did the people of a bygone era have it? Yes, 

they did and through medicines called myths and religion found a solution towards it. 

Myths and religion gave them purpose, explained the meaning to things happening 

around them, especially the hero myths and tales helped them to battle off their inner 

demons and helped to overcome 'the inertia of the unconscious mind and liberates the 

mature man from a longing to return to the blissful state of infancy' thus initiating him 

into adulthood, old age and even death. (Jung et al., n.d.)  
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When the modern age came, people started to abandon all of these religions and myths. 

With the modern era came new myths but no solution to demons now suppressed 

within the far reaches of the mind, not dead still alive enough to haunt the modern 

man. The only thing they got is social media and intoxicants which bogs down their 

mind and make matters even worse. Right now social media is a battleground between 

the harbingers of the new order and people who demand positive freedom, while the 

old order of negative freedom finds no place to hold on. It is among the latter two were 

the anti-establishment hopeless thinking is prevalent. 

All this was hard to detect because one does not recognize such things because the form 

of it we seek is embedded into the value structure of the society, or as Ernest Becker 

puts it in his book The Denial of Death, 

The fact is that this is what society is and always has been: a symbolic action 

system, a structure of statuses and roles, customs and rules for behaviour, 

designed to serve as a vehicle for earthly heroism. Each script is somewhat 

unique; each culture has a different hero system. ("The Psychology of the Anti-

Hero", 2020) 

The modern age gives the man two ways for his life path, which are: the way of sheep 

or the way of the peacock. The features of the way of sheep is that of conformity, 

unquestioning obedience i.e. features of a good citizen. Even though it may be 

dehumanizing the followers identifies something powerful, which endures their small 

state of existence, making them believe they are part of something large and beneficial 

for their state and their overall life (The Psychology of the Anti-Hero, 2020).  

The features of way of the peacock is that of a state above the sheep, who does this by 

attaining status and wealth. All they strive for in their life is to accumulate more 

consumer goods, more expensive items and mainly to alleviate the existential fears 

based on the naïve belief that such social status will always help them. (The Psychology of 

the Anti-Hero, 2020)   



A Peer-Reviewed Refereed e-Journal

 
142 

Not only the material side but even immaterial side conspired against the modern man 

with the rise of theories by Darwin, Freud, Nietzsche, Marx and Camus, which made 

him lose all his belief of an individual that he gained from religion and Enlightenment. 

The existential crisis which arose out of it and unable to cope with the society, made 

him disbelieve in the established order. World Wars, socio-political and economic crisis 

has made him disbelieve in the wonders of the material world which made the cause of 

anti-establishment strong. As mentioned above the only hero model that the modern 

society can produce is that of an individualistic anti-hero. At times they are even 

carriers of modernists or post-modernist ideas in the works. (Neimneh, 2013) 

In novels that deal with dictators, anti-heroes arise when he struggles and unable to join 

with the social order, the tries to open up, in most of the cases reaches the ears of the 

authority. In the other case, a person unable to join either of these ways feels cheated in 

the modern-day way of things. When the individual realises that he has even failed to 

be an anti-hero. Both of these people express depression, anxiety, self-hate, inept and is 

not even the likeliest of man to be the lead. It is to them the audience starts to look upon 

to anti-hero for catharsis and a wide extent look up to villain for a similar effect. This 

new antagonist is given a victim narrative to be more relatable or as the unexplained 

unstoppable force. The reason why people love the later i.e. the unexplained the 

unstoppable force of evil because of two facts; firstly, it is based on real-life serial 

killings which shocked them. Shocked by the repressed beast that is out in the open. 

Secondly, they are the victims of the system venting their anger towards the system and 

has failed to be an individual and is unable to follow either of the two ways of modern 

society. This evil force makes the conventional heroes vulnerable crumbling them to the 

level of the common man or maybe even lower than that. (An Antihero of One’s Own - 

Tim Adams, 2020) 

Another major fact why anti-heroes are loved is because they are the ultimate 

expression of the Shadow. When the Shadow sees the similar one it goes through 
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cathartic effect, as it sees the similar other with similar insecurity flawed as them, 

leading something unwittingly part of as a rebellion or for survival. This is the reason 

why anti-heroes are loved and the difference between them and the antagonist is that, 

while antagonist retaliates against the system result in evil, anti-heroes actions result in 

a change or becomes a sign of change. This also the reason why modern man also loves 

underdog stories, common man-centric stories and social or socialist realistic stories, the 

difference the protagonist is a conventional hero. 

Joseph Campbell the famous comparative religionist found archetypal features of a 

hero’s journey which he called Monomyth. It began from his departure from his status 

quo guided by his spiritual guide, fights through demons, curses and crisis, wins and 

returns to share the treasure with his people. In a macro perspective it is descent, 

conflict, death, resurrection, wins, and the enlightened hero shares his treasure with his 

people. Similarly, the anti-hero and the antagonist has a similar cycle. In the case of the 

antagonist, their actions are motivated by a lover primordial nature, linking him to the 

physical animal side of his nature. Within his self is that force that makes him pursue 

earthly things and that force consist of libido and id- the source of the most basic 

instincts, appetites and drives. This drives them into the anti-social act and personifies 

the negative selfish side of ego taking them on a downward spiral. This fills antagonist 

with power and insatiable greed, along with being power-hungry tyrant the downside 

consists of attachment, regression, alienation and death. Then comes the goals that fulfil 

its desires and needs i.e. to enjoy and satisfy its greed. While enjoying in it a sudden 

change of fate or circumstances makes him rethink his way of life in an act of 

redemption which is mostly through sacrifice, he redeems his earthly or negative bound 

way of life to move on to the selfless heroic plane. By his redemption through blood 

cleanses him of his sin and either save the day or saves the hero. This is the most 

common trope in the redeemed villains, for example, Darth Vader of Star Wars trilogy 

and Prof. Severus Snape of Harry Potter franchise. (Those who don’t go through this 
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stage remain dreaded antagonist.) Their flawed nature, complexities, strength and 

intentions make them more relatable to the audience. (We Really Need Some Good Heroes 

on TV, 2020) 

In the case of anti-hero, their journey within the mind or the mundane surroundings; 

the initiation becomes a lesson he learns about his limitations and his weakness and the 

return journey can be a survival in a chaotic world reinvigorated by the ability to adapt 

to changing circumstances (this in the case when they survive). The anti-heroes of the 

modern era are heroic because they are disallowed to be traditional heroes. (Neimneh, 

2013)   

As mentioned above people love anti-heroes and antagonists, even conventional heroes 

with the colouring of anti-heroism and underdog stories because they see themselves 

going heroic struggles. Another important fact is that they align themselves perfectly 

with the time of release. If we take a look at the most famous antagonist and anti-heroes 

they were accepted because they represented the anxieties and tensions of that time. At 

times they even personified existential tensions, anti-establishment sentiments, and 

even the then issues of unrest. In the case of the antagonist, the most prominent 

example would be the Joker. This arch-nemesis of superhero vigilante Batman, who is 

called the Crown Prince of Crime and Agent of Chaos. He first appeared in 1940 as 

comic book villain in D.C. comics. Just as Batman grew into other mediums Joker grew 

into it too, creating fans as he grew. The reason for his reception was because his 

character evolved by time, representing anxieties and tensions of the time. The character 

of Joker since 1940s to 1980s was that of a maniac gangster, representing the then 

tensions prevalent in the U.S.A. related to the organized crime syndicate, with the ever 

large presence of Mafia in every aspect of American life. The Joker of 1989 Tim Burton-

directed Batman movie, sees him targeting the consumer culture for he knew when 

anything goes wrong in the consumer culture there will be chaos. In 2008 Christopher 

Nolan made Dark Knight, pitting Batman against Joker, but this Joker was different. He 
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was not a gangster; he was a terrorist who preferred to watch the world born. He 

became the philosopher of anarchy and chaos, the unexplained the unstoppable force of 

evil, representing the anxieties and tensions of post 9/11 world and in a world reeling 

from the aftershocks of 2008 global economic crisis. By 2019 his stardom and fan base 

increased so much that he was given a standalone movie titled Joker released in the 

same year directed by Todd Philips. In this, he is the victim of a society which made 

him a neurotic and converting him from failed stand-up comedian Arthur Fleck into the 

Crown Prince of Crime and an Agent of Chaos. The movie represents the present-day 

anxieties and tensions of the breakdown of present-day social order and distrust 

towards the new alternative order. His fall and rise in this anarchic condition created a 

cathartic effect making movie both critical and commercial success, just like 1989 

Batman and 2008 Dark Knight. 

When it comes to anti-hero it is similar in many aspects with famous characters 

representing similar anxieties and tensions in the age but this time showing the solution 

and hope of survival and rebellion by men who are not heroes in the conventional 

sense. The first prominent anti-hero comes from post-war Japan. It was the time when 

the dream of grand Imperial Japan has collapsed under war and an Atomic bomb. The 

Emperor declared he is no more divine. Until 1951 Japan was occupied by U.S. troops. 

They received a broken nation. It is from this anarchy and distrust of established order 

Akira Kurosawa arose with his samurai movies. The famous of them was Rashomon, 

Yojimbo and Seven Samurais. The characters are not chivalrous samurais, but masterless 

samurais called Ronin who wandered through countryside often working as henchmen, 

a counter-image of a romantic figure. His movies consist of purposeless wandering and 

finding of meaning by helping others like them including hapless peasants in their 

unchivalrous methods gained them fans in the both domestic and foreign audience.  

In the Western world of the 1960s, it was Angry Young Men and Spaghetti Westerns. It 

was the time of rebellion when the young population was dissatisfied with the 
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established order and the tensions of Cold War and Civil Rights Movements was in its 

height, with negative, threatening and far-reaching effect of the organized crime 

syndicates. The revolution in Cuba and the assassination of U.S. President John F. 

Kennedy all added oil to the fire. Naturally, they preferred anti-heroes and similar 

movies, which resulted in the rise of popularity of Spaghetti Western genre and the 

Angry Young Men genre. The name itself enough to understand what the Angry Young 

Men genre was. It is based on anger of young generation, often goes deep into discuss 

the generation gap. It told the life of young rebels with no cause, who never even 

embraced the conventions of heroism. 

In the case of the Spaghetti Western genre, it told the story of Wild West of America, but 

unlike the other Wild West genres. These movies were shot in Europe by European 

filmmakers, prominent among them was Sergio Leone who was famous for his Dollars 

Trilogy. The speciality of these movies was that unlike other western movies, they never 

told western movies as a fight between good and evil. They made movies based on 

gritty reality with no fancy costumes or with a hero as the personification of virtues. 

The first movie of the trilogy was A Fistful of Dollars released in 1964 which was an 

adaptation of Yojimbo. Just like the former, the lead is an anti-hero and who is a lawless 

man in a lawless land who begins the journey to fill his selfish purpose but later on 

turns to fights as a hero. Like the original, this version doesn't give the lead character a 

name just like the Fyodor Dostoevsky`s Underground Man from ‘Notes from 

Underground’ which is considered the first existential novel.   

This section would not be complete unless these two works are mentioned, V for 

Vendetta (2005) and La Casa de Papel (2017). V for Vendetta is based on comics of the same 

name about the anarchist terrorist who conducts terrorist activities as a rebellion against 

the fascist government of England, and the latter is a Netflix series famously known in 

the Anglican world as Money Heist about a gang conducting a heist in government 

financial institutions, told from the perspective of the robbers who in a normal situation 
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would have become police and heroes target for their bullets of righteousness. 

Overwhelming reception of both movies and the original comic of V for Vendetta and 

they are constantly referenced to criticise authoritarian and elitist aspects of the 

government shows how people have adapted it to vent their anger against the 

established order. The costumes from both, i.e. Guy Fawkes mask and black cloak and 

Dali masks with red jumpsuits have been adopted by anarchists’ world over as their 

uniform and symbol. 

Case Study Indian Gangster genre and K.G.F. 

Satyajit Ray has an indisputable position as the stalwart not only of Indian cinema but 

also of world cinema. Till him Indian film industry that belonged to myth, fantasy or 

historical genre. His Pather Panchali, a film about a poor village family and its daily 

struggle became a hit. What it started was the genre based on common man, called 

social realism. Soon Indian movie production companies started to make movies that 

were based on social realism. The reason for its success was simple. The majority of its 

audience consists of common man folks or the proletariat who could relate well with 

the story and its characters. After initiation Nehru`s Five Year Plans with a focus on the 

proletariat with a socialist economy, the common man felt empowered in this 

environment. Soon movies started to focus on this and it became a Pan-Indian 

phenomenon. Soon the Sino-India war, death of Jawaharlal Nehru, split and poor 

performance of government along with economic crisis lead to a dash of common 

man`s dream of socialist paradise dream. Indira Gandhi`s rule and rise of corruption in 

the government lead to the rise of the Angry Young Men movement inside and outside 

the sphere of arts. In the case of outside, it morphed into the Naxalite movement. Angry 

Young Men started the anti-hero wave in India carrying frustration and anxieties of 

young educated Indians, gifting India cinema world with classics and stars.  

By this time another source of inspiration opened in Bombay ports. The organised 

criminal syndicate ruled Bombay city and ports from the 1960s-1980s, under three mob 
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bosses; Karim Lala, Varadarajan Mudaliar and Haji Mastan. Their mafia activities 

protection of those who respected them and their judicial system punishing those 

whom law will not touch. These three mob bosses arose began as nobody coming from 

different regions with a strange city looming over them. It would have consumed them 

but with hard work appropriate usage of opportunities and change of fates, they 

became what they are they became romantic figures comparable to gangsters of U.S.A.   

They captured the romantic minds of the masses and gangster genre movies started to 

emerge. This genre received its stellar classic when Nayakan directed by Mani Ratnam 

was released in 1987. Loosely based on the life of Varadaraja Mudaliar, it was a huge 

commercial and critical success. It was even India’s official submission to the Oscar, and 

some even compared to Hollywood gangster epics like Godfather and Once Upon a Time 

in America. There was a deluge of gangster movies.  

The trope consists of a boy coming from a poor family within the Bombay city or from a 

faraway village, who have run away from there to the city looking for a new life. He 

starts to do menial job and in a twist of fate and circumstances becomes part of a gang. 

Through his good-mannered behaviour and loyalty, he climbs through its ranks and 

becomes mob boss right hand. Then this boss is betrayed and killed either he succeeds 

him or forms another gang after being expelled from it. Then he proves his heroism 

after defeating the rival gang probably the killers of the original boss. He and his gang 

are well mannered and chivalrous, while the rival is an epitome of evil. Why make 

them such clean characters? Because these characters are based on real-life mob bosses, 

and this trope is their life in a nutshell. They were true gentlemen and chivalrous men 

and is still a fond memory for people of that generation. 

All of this changed after the emergence of Dawood Ibrahim. Unlike the former bosses, 

he was not chivalrous or a gentleman. He is said to be cruel and only cared for material 

wealth even extended to terrorism which was proved after Bombay Blasts of 1993. This 

leads the gangsters to lose their romantic colourings and soon gangster movies mean, 
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conventional heroes, tormented by the evil gangsters. Dawood Ibrahim became the 

Indian golden standard for Don and anyone who wishes to be one declares him as their 

inspiration.  

The latest addition to this genre is Prasanth Neel directed Yash starrer K.G.F. which was 

released in 2018. The movie is related by a journalist named Anand about a dreaded 

gangster named Rocky aka Raj Krishna Bariya. Born to single mother of child marriage 

he grows in a village in Karnataka. By the time he is ten years old, she dies of 

tuberculosis. Packed with her advice about how not to be a coward and be a brave and 

courageous man. She asks him to be the most powerful man of his time before he dies 

and be the boss in this dog eat dog world. He ends up in a gang and becomes the gang’s 

deadliest hitman. Soon opportunity and circumstances take him to Bangalore, from 

there to Narachi Mining Field, source of the smuggled gold he handles in the port. He 

arrives there to kill its tyrant. On the process of assassination, he goes in as one of the 

slaves, gives them hopes for liberation and kills the tyrant. (Neel, 2018)    

What makes the movie different from other Indian gangster genre is that the lead 

character like everyone else was nobody and travelled the gangster trope way. He is not 

the chivalrous gentlemen from the classic era, but a hothead brawn user used more as a 

weapon, who chases after power alone. But what makes him an anti-hero is that he 

empathetic to the people that are like him, cheated by life and system, and struggling 

towards a better life outside the social order. It was this feature that made him liberate 

and inspire fellow slaves of the mine. His empathy makes him more and more part of 

their life, giving them hope for a brighter future. He is on his way to fulfil his mother`s 

wish to be the most powerful man. His journey is still not complete as it will only be 

after its sequel is released. He could be preparing them to be his army but for them, he 

is their hero. (Neel, 2018)    

This movie coincided with the time when the conflict between the old and new order is 

ongoing in India, with the audience having a deep distrust towards the system. The 
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anarchical notions are reflected in the movie with a negative highlight of the authority 

figure. When it comes to government machinery it can be categorised almost as an 

absent authority.   

Conclusion 

The modern era is in a conflict. This situation is seen whenever a new order was to be 

placed. In history, such new order was communism (Cold War era), liberalism (Post-

Cold War era) and right now Far-Right Populism. If the newcomers are bad why aren't 

people going for organised traditional opposition. The reason why people distrust them 

was stated by Leo Tolstoy in his novel Anna Karenina while the novel was discussing the 

Slavonic question, Tolstoy wrote the following describing the supporters;  

He saw that the Slavonic question had become one of those fashionable 

distractions which succeed one another in providing society with an object and 

an occupation. He saw, too. That a great many people were taking up the subject 

from motives of self-interest and self-advertisement. He recognized that the 

newspaper published a great deal that was superfluous and exaggerated, with 

the sole aim of attracting attention and outbidding one another. He saw that in 

this general movement those who thrust themselves most forward and shouted 

the loudest were the men who had failed and were smarting under a sense of 

injury- generals without armies, ministers not in the ministry, journalists not on 

any paper, party leaders without followers. He saw that there was a great deal in 

it that was frivolous and absurd. 

(Tolstoy, 2020) 

This is the reason why they are used to express a sense of cultural apocalypse and 

fragmentation. The breakdown of social order made modern writers, filmmakers and 

artists to turn towards and valorise them as they face numerous oddities. (Neimneh, 

2013) The audience loves these characters as they can relate to them and even 

experience catharsis. This phenomenon is not necessarily bad as this is a new reality. 
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After all, this is better rather than being the man child whose numbers are swelling as 

days goes by.                     
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