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Abstract: The character of the anti-hero, which previously was a secondary character in both literature and 

film, in present day has grown to the lead in the modern post-apocalyptic and dystopian narratives. Moral 

ambiguity, personal vices, and lack of conformity to societal values characterize the anti-hero, unlike the 

traditional heroic characters, who are moral and self-sacrificing. The paper will address how the anti-hero 

has evolved through the years in various genres and how it has changed over the years, beginning with the 

historical representation of the anti-hero in early literature, to the emergence of the anti-hero in modern 

television shows and movies. Focusing on some of the best examples of anti-heroes, such as Mad Max: 

Fury Road, Breaking Bad, and 1984, the paper discusses how these characters reflect anxieties and 

criticisms society levels at conventional morality, giving a more detailed and complex description of human 

action. The anti-hero must find his way in a world in which survival and opposition are valued over the 

conventional notions of good and evil in the post-apocalyptic and dystopian worlds. The anti-hero 

dismantles boundaries of traditional heroism, which implies the uncertainties and contradictions of 

contemporary life. At the end of the paper, an evaluation of the eternal status of the anti-hero in modern 

narratives, as a figure of opposition, uprising, and self-conflict in a broken and unpredictable world, is 

given. 
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Introduction 

The anti-hero is an archetype of a character that can be characterized as morally ambiguous, 

possessing flaws as an individual, and, in many cases, not fitting the conventional definition of a hero, 

having been a staple of the literary and film world since the dawn of time (Kozlovic, 2023; Triantafyllos, 

2022). Since its inception in classical literature, the anti-hero has been a reflection of the way society has 

developed during the time in terms of morality, justice, and human nature (McHale, 2018). The anti-hero 

is usually featured by inner struggle, multifaceted motivation, and readiness to defy the social rules, unlike 

the traditional hero, who travels on the path of self-sacrifice, virtue, and overcoming evil. It is the 

unwillingness or failure to match traditional conceptions of heroism that has made the anti-hero such an 

appealing subject of storytelling, struggling to find answers to greater questions about human behavior and 

the essence of good and evil (Çolak, 2021; Booker, 2010). 

The anti-hero has found its main space in the post-apocalyptic and dystopian genres in the last few 

decades (Claeys, 2022; Reid, 2013; Munro, 2013). The genres, which often include a post-apocalyptic 

society, an environmental catastrophe, or an authoritarian regime, provide a fruitful point of exploration of 

characters who fail to fit the traditional definitions of heroism (O’Donnell, 2015; Karem, 2022; Lavigne, 

2018). The anti-hero and all his convoluted elements can survive in a special atmosphere of                                      

post-apocalyptic film and dystopian literature in which the stress is put on survival, rebellion, and 
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rebuilding of the society (Cortiel & Oehme, 2015; Heller & Mazzeo, 2019). The anti-hero in such 

environments may be seen as someone in a position between being able to survive and the necessity of 

keeping some illusion of humanity, defying the accepted moral codes, and making one wonder what the 

hero is and is not. 

The appearance of the anti-hero in the post-apocalyptic and dystopian narratives is not just a trend of 

popular culture, but also a symptom of the alterations in fears and concerns of society (Ilić, 2017; Güven, 

2022; Bukina, 2021). The anti-hero is an anti-hero when political turmoil, global warming, and scalding 

technological advancement and erosion of time-tested values are all the rage. These characters often have 

to make tough choices, experience moral struggles, and struggle with the regimes of oppression, which can 

be considered a mirror of phobias of contemporary society. The development of the anti-hero is thus a 

criticism of the existing socio-political order as well as a commentary on the intricacies of contemporary 

life. 

This paper is going to address the evolution of the archetype of the anti-hero in post-apocalyptic 

movies and dystopian literature. After the character development from its first appearances to the present 

forms, the paper will attempt to convey the feeling of how the characters are the creation of fears, 

ideologies, and conflicts of their time. The main goals of this work are to determine how the image of the 

anti-hero in these genres changed, to determine how these changes are related to the overall cultural and 

social trends, and to define the functions of the anti-hero in the destruction of the conservative concepts of 

morality and heroism. Through this analysis, the paper will discuss the significance of the anti-hero in the 

contemporary media and how the anti-hero has evolved to symbolise the intricacies of survival, identity, 

and resistance in a fragmented world. 

The Anti-Hero Archetype 

The anti-hero figure is the opposite of the classical heroes and is usually characterised by moral 

ambiguity, personal imperfections, and rejection of classical heroism. In contrast to the classic heroes, who 

are good and self-sacrificing, the anti-hero exists in a grey zone between morality, and his or her motives 

are based on various complexes, including survival, personal interest, or revenge, not upon altruism and 

justice. Such characters tend to deny societal norms and power, and they are profoundly disappointed with 

the systems they live in. 

Definition and Characteristics of the Anti-Hero 

There are a number of traits that distinguish the anti-hero from the conventional heroes. Moral 

ambiguity is one of the main aspects of the anti-hero. Anti-heroes frequently encounter circumstances when 

the correct course of action is not clear, or the actions they take can be morally doubtful. The motivations 

of the anti-hero are not always self-serving, as is the case with traditional heroes, whose actions are 

regulated by definite moral principles. Flaws in personality are another important characteristic.                          

Anti-heroes are generally deeply discolored figures who are characterized by emotional, psychological, or 

physical shortcomings. These shortcomings render them more human-like and add to their inner struggle. 

Another characteristic is defiance against authority. Anti-heroes tend to defy or oppose the standards of 

society and those who are in power based on some kind of disillusionment or need to expose corruption. 

Finally, the complicated motives of the anti-hero are mostly associated with the survival or vengeance of 

the individual, instead of the pursuit of justice or righteousness. Their inspirations render them volatile and 

give them character. 

The Anti-Hero in History 
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The anti-hero has tremendously developed over time. Early anti-hero figures such as Odysseus and 

Hamlet can be found in classical literature. The two characters are characterized by the fact that they are 

morally ambiguous and also internally conflicted, not fitting the classical heroic stereotype. The anti-hero 

is more prominent in the 20th century, particularly in film noir and modernist novels. Characters such as 

Jay Gatsby in The Great Gatsby and Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon did not fit the conventional 

definition of heroes, but instead, they were flawed and morally complicated. In the 1960s and 1970s, 

literature and cinema started to see anti-heroes who were more representative of a general cynicism towards 

authority and social conventions (Chambers, 2019; Tatsumi, 2018; McAllister & Orme, 2018). Existential 

struggles and rebellion were represented by characters like Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver and Randle P. 

McMurphy in One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest. 

The Anti-Hero of Post-Apocalyptic and Dystopian 

The anti-hero type is especially appropriate in post-apocalyptic and dystopian settings. The genres 

discuss the world in which traditional values and the norms of society no longer exist, and it offers an 

environment in which the anti-hero can flourish. The post-apocalyptic film genre, as in Max in Mad Max 

or Theo in Children of Men, features characters in morally ambiguous worlds, in which survival is 

paramount over conventional heroism. On the same note, dystopian literature is usually characterized by 

heroes who rebel against suppressive governance but are profoundly broken and morally ambiguous 

individuals. Winston Smith in 1984 and the character of Offred in The Handmaid's Tale represent the fight 

against the state by the anti-hero, yet their reasons are not necessarily based on a sense of morality but on 

personal loss. The anti-hero character of these genres emphasizes the breakdown of the social standards 

and the ambiguities of life survival in a world that is morally unclear. 

The anti-hero is a mirror of the broken world that he/she lives in, both in the post-apocalyptic and 

dystopian worlds. Such characters are seen to defy classic heroism and negotiate disorganized, oppressive 

space and are therefore the main characters in the stories that explore the issues of moral ambiguity, 

survival, and resistance. Anti-hero, burdened with his flaws and moral ambiguity, suits perfectly into these 

genres, in which traditional concepts of good and evil are no longer evident. 

The Post-Apocalyptic and Dystopian Genres 

The main contexts to address the development of the archetype of the anti-hero are the post-

apocalyptic and dystopian genres. These genres are about worlds in crisis in terms of environmental 

degradation, social disintegration, or authoritarian regimes and offer special conditions of moral ambiguity 

and convoluted motives of the anti-hero as a whole. These genres portray environments in which 

conservative social conventions have fallen apart, and survival is now the main issue. Within such 

environments, the characters, and particularly, the anti-heroes, have to operate in the grey moral territory, 

disrupting the traditional heroism and representing the breakdown of the social order. 

Defining Post-Apocalyptic and Dystopian Genres 

Post-apocalyptic stories are centered on the repercussions of a disastrous event that causes the 

breakdown of society. These environments discuss the issues of isolation, lack of resources, and the need 

to hold on to humanity in a deteriorating world. Conversely, dystopian literature tends to portray a world 

where the government is oppressive, people are under surveillance, manipulation, and fear. The two genres 

are united by the main idea of the disintegration of society, and both present a good platform on which the 

anti-hero can achieve the success he/she needs since they have to live in a world where the moral 

boundaries of society are blurred. 
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Anti-Heroes in Post-Apocalyptic Cinema 

The anti-hero is well developed by post-apocalyptic cinema (Kaur, 2013). In these movies, characters 

are usually compelled to make morally ambiguous choices in order to live in a lawless world. In the film 

Mad Max: Fury Road, Max Rockatansky is the epitome of an anti-hero. The character of Max is the 

renouncement of traditional heroic traits as his actions are motivated by his personal survival and seeking 

revenge. Though Max helps and does resistance, he is not motivated by altruism and morality but by trauma 

and personal loss. This complication makes him an interesting anti-hero, in a world where there is no more 

black and white in the morality. 

In the same way, in Children of Men, the main character Theo Faron begins as a cynical, despondent 

figure but slowly gets entangled in a mission to save a pregnant refugee, as a symbol of the future of the 

human race. Theo, both cynical and unwilling savior, is a show of moral evolution that is a hallmark of the 

anti-hero in the post-apocalyptic story. His actions are driven by the sense of guilt and the desire to be 

redeemed yet his road is not righteous or conventional. 

 

Figure 1: Post-Apocalyptic Anti-Hero Journey 

Figure 1 reveals the common development of the anti-hero in such genres, where the transformation 

of the character occurs in these important steps. The character has gone through a journey of survival to 

resistance and finally compromise as the figure illustrates visually. 

Anti-Heroes in Dystopian Literature 

The anti-hero is usually a common occurrence in dystopian literature where the society is dominated 

by totalitarian powers. These characters are in revolt against the repressive structures in which they exist, 

yet they often act out of self-pain and not of a craving to be right or ethically enlightened. Winston Smith 

is the anti-hero in 1984 in a dystopian world of a totalitarian government. His dissent against Big Brother 

is motivated by personal frustration and the urge to get the truth, but his stand is not characterized by ideals. 

The problem of Winston's inner conflict and his ultimate failure promotes the fight of the anti-hero in a 

society where individuality is repressed. 
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On the same note, the anti-hero in The Handmaid’s Tale is Offred, who lives in a theocratic world in 

which the rights of the woman are highly suppressed. Offred is an anti-hero because she resists, albeit in a 

low-key way that is more intimate. Her experience is a manifestation of her struggles of survival and moral 

sacrifices under the oppressions. The motivation to save her sense of self is what drives Offred to act rather 

than the desire to be a hero and dismantle the regime. 

Table 1: Anti-Heroes in Dystopian Literature 

Character Novel 
Primary 

Motivation 
Moral Complexity Key Theme 

Winston 

Smith 
1984 

Rebellion against a 

totalitarian regime 

Motivated by personal 

freedom and truth; 

ultimately fails 

Oppression, truth 

vs. control 

Offred 

The 

Handmaid's 

Tale 

Survival and 

reclaiming personal 

autonomy 

Acts out of necessity, 

not heroism 

Gender oppression, 

survival 

Jonas The Giver 

Seeking freedom 

from controlled 

society 

Internal conflict, breaks 

free but unsure of the 

future 

Conformity vs. 

individuality 

Guy 

Montag 

Fahrenheit 

451 

Rebellion against a 

society that bans 

books 

Initially part of the 

system; later seeks 

freedom 

Knowledge vs. 

ignorance, self-

discovery 

Table 1 provides a comparison of some major anti-heroes in dystopian literature, their motivations, 

moral issues, and inner conflicts. The table shows how these differences manifest in the ways in which the 

journeys of each character represent greater themes of resistance, survival, and moral ambiguity. 

Common Themes in Post-Apocalyptic and Dystopian Anti-Heroes 

Although the setting of the two stories (post-apocalypse and dystopian) differs, there are similarities 

in the ways in which the two stories depict anti-heroes. Rejection of traditional morality is one of the key 

themes. The failure of society structures results in the deterioration of strict moral codes in both genres. 

Anti-heroes have to live in the world where personal profit and survival are frequently given priority over 

moral issues. One more theme is the survival of an individual. Anti-heroes live in a degrading world or in 

a totalitarian society because they have to survive the adverse conditions. Their experience is usually an 

indication of how difficult it is to remain a human being in such an environment. Finally, there is a moral 

evolution theme. Anti-heroes in both genres are usually depicted as having experienced some sort of moral 

change, beginning with self-interest or apathy and transforming into either a figure of resistance, 

redemption or unwilling heroism. Nevertheless, this transformation is seldom smooth and idealistic, and 

the journey of the anti-hero is usually characterized by the compromising and inner struggle. 

Evolution of the Anti-Hero in Cinema and Literature 

The development of the anti-hero in cinema and literature is a result of the cultural, political, and 

social changes in general that have influenced the character of the protagonist in the past. Formerly a 

peripheral character in storytelling, the anti-hero has over the decades become the focal point of both film 

and literature, especially in those genres that discuss society in breakdown, revolt and grey areas. This 

section explores the anti-hero in the evolution of different epochs, focusing on both the film and literary 

examples and tracing the change in the representation of the character due to the shift in the society in 

terms of fears and ideologies. 
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Anti-Hero Early Portraits 

The early portrayal of the anti-hero in literature and movies was usually restricted to secondary or 

peripheral characters. Classical literature would include such characters as Odysseus in the Odyssey and 

Hamlet in the play by Shakespeare as being the antecedents of the anti-hero. An example of such qualities 

is Odysseus who despite his cunning and resourcefulness, is selfish and devoid of moral compass. Although 

he is certainly a hero in the terms of the Greek epic, his behavior is indicative of the complexity of an               

anti-hero as he frequently does things due to a sense of self-interest and survival, instead of being driven 

by noble goals. 

Likewise, Hamlet is a strongly flawed character who is unable to conquer his uncertainty and dilemma. 

His philosophical speculations, internal struggles and his eventual incapacity to be decisive makes him a 

pioneer of the anti-hero. The fact that Hamlet fails to fit in the classical concept of a hero and his personal 

conflict of justice and vengeance depict the ambiguity and the complexity of the anti-hero figure. 

 

Figure 2: Moral Complexity of Anti-Heroes Over Time 

The moral ambiguity of anti-heroes over time is depicted in figure 2 and the role of these characters 

in the film is tracked in terms of their change of image as a traditional hero to a more complicated character 

with moral aspects. The figure emphasizes the growing complexity of anti-heroes, showing how 

contemporary narratives are disrupting traditional conceptions of heroism. 

Key Works and Transformations in the 20th Century 

The anti-hero emerged as a major trend in both literary and cinematic works in the 20 th century, 

especially with the emergence of modernism and the emergence of film noir. The anti-hero came up as a 

reaction to disappointment of the old ideals of morality and heroism as society struggled to cope with the 

consequences of war, political turmoil and a renewed sense of cultural values. The beginning of the 20th 

century was a turning point of the anti-hero particularly in the light of existentialism and a sense of 

increased cynicism towards authority. 

Literature Literary works like the Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald and The Sun also Rises by 

Ernest Hemingway presented morally ambiguous, flawed and disillusioned protagonists who were 

disappointed in the surrounding world. An example is Jay Gatsby, a self-made man, whose search of the 
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American Dream is tainted by inner flaws and obsessive desires. Though he commits acts of generosity 

and kindness, his intentions are self-centered, and his life finds a tragic end, which exemplifies the 

imperfection and moral ambiguity that the anti-hero is. 

Film In film, a film noir emerged in the 1940s and 1950s adopting the anti-hero as its main protagonist. 

The tough, cynical anti-hero, who was not bound by the law and morality, was represented in such 

characters as Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon and Philip Marlowe in The Big Sleep. Personal 

investigators or outlaws, they were often, and had a high degree of moral ambivalence, in a world where 

right and wrong were grey. They were the ideal anti-heroes in the world of corruptions, lies and social 

degradations due to their compounded motives, character flaws and the lack of willingness to conform to 

the society. 

The Rise of the Anti-Hero in Contemporary Cinema and Literature 

The anti-hero came into further prominence in contemporary film and literature towards the end of 

the 20th century, particularly in films and novels dealing with the problems of existentialism, moral 

relativism and disappointment in society. Modern anti-heroes tend to be extremely deviant characters; their 

personal lives reflect the chaos and confusion of the world around them. 

In film, the emergence of movies such as Fight Club and American Psycho during the late 20 th 

century featured anti-heroes who did not adhere to conventional ideas of success and masculinity. Fight 

Club and American Psycho both demonstrate how disillusionment with consumerism and the destruction 

of societal norms are embodied by Tyler Durden and Patrick Bateman respectively. Though these 

characters practice violence and rebellion, they are not easily identified as either evil or good. They are 

critical of what modern society has become and they examine the concepts of alienation, identity and 

disintegration of moral order. 

In modern literature, the anti-heroes are frequently protagonists with personal vices, disillusionment 

and moral uncertainty. The inner conflict and nonconformity to traditional values are characteristic of 

characters such as the nameless narrator of Fight Club or the protagonists of novels by Chuck Palahniuk, 

Don DeLillo, and Bret Easton Ellis. These anti-heroes exist in the worlds, in which moral limits are hard 

to establish and their deeds tend to defy the traditional concept of a hero or a good person. 

The Anti-Hero in Modern Times: Reflection of Societal Fears 

The development of the anti-hero is associated with the transformation of the fears, ideologies, and 

ethical complications of the modern society. The anti-hero has emerged as a main character in the aftermath 

of political turmoil, economic downturn, and resistance against the governing system, in the era of 

alienation, corruption and resistance to authority. 

The anti-heroic images of the post-9/11 era started to give more weight to issues of mistrust in 

institutions, the influence of war and traumas, and the ethical compromises that people have to achieve in 

a world gone amok. Such characters as Walter White in Breaking Bad and Rick Grimes in The Walking 

Dead are manifestations of moral corruption and character change that has since become the hallmark of 

the modern anti-hero. In the case of Walter White, the story starts off with a seemingly average man who 

is desperate financially but grows more merciless and morally corrupt in the course of his journey. The fact 

that he starts out as a decent-looking chemistry teacher, but eventually becomes a drug kingpin exemplifies 

the multi-dimensional aspects of the modern anti-hero, who is also a character who lives in a world where 

the boundary between right and wrong is quite indistinct. 
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Case Studies: Comparing Anti-Heroes Across Genres 

To get a clearer picture of the development of the anti-hero, it would be helpful to draw parallels 

between major characters in different genres, considering the ways their images were modified to fit into 

the ever-changing world. 

Table 2: Comparison of Anti-Heroes in Literature and Cinema 

Character Work Medium Moral 

Complexity 

Primary 

Motivation 

Impact on Society 

Jay Gatsby The Great 

Gatsby 

Literature Flawed, morally 

ambiguous 

Pursuit of the 

American 

Dream 

Critique of 

materialism and the 

American Dream 

Sam Spade The 

Maltese 

Falcon 

Film 

Noir 

Tough, cynical, 

morally conflicted 

Private 

detective, 

personal gain 

Reflections on post-

war disillusionment 

Tyler 

Durden 

Fight Club Film Rejection of 

societal norms, 

anarchistic 

Rebellion 

against 

consumerism 

Critique of modern 

capitalist society 

Walter 

White 

Breaking 

Bad 

TV 

Series 

Moral decline, 

transformation into 

villain 

Self-

preservation, 

pride, personal 

gain 

Exploration of moral 

decay in modern 

society 

Winston 

Smith 

1984 Literature Rebellion against 

oppression, 

eventual failure 

Desire for 

freedom and 

truth 

Commentary on 

totalitarianism and 

loss of individuality 

Table 2 also compares anti-heroes in various genres, their development in moral, motivational aspects, 

and their influence on society. The table gives a closer insight into the difference in the role of these 

characters in literature and cinema and illuminates the changing image of the anti-hero. 

Figure 3 depicts an overview of the main motivations of anti-heroes in the context of genres, including 

post-apocalyptic film, dystopian fiction, and modern cinema. The figure is a visual representation of the 

distribution of such motivations as survival, vengeance, rebellion, and redemption in each of these genres 

and gives a complete picture of various driving forces behind the anti-heroes in each of them. 
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Figure 3: Anti-Heroes Across Different Genres 

Conclusion 

The anti-hero character has developed greatly since its initial occurrence in classical literature, taking 

the center stage in modern-day movies and books. The anti-hero is a complex substitute to the conventional 

heroes, who are characterized by moral ambiguity, personal flaws, and defiance against the norms of 

society. The anti-hero is a wonderful breed in the post-apocalyptic and dystopian literature, where survival, 

selfishness, and living against oppressive institutions are valued more than conventional morality. Walter 

White in Breaking Bad and Rick Grimes in The Walking Dead are examples of such characters, as they 

are forced to survive in a world where the moral and ethical boundaries are blurred, and the survival of an 

individual is the primary value. They have a moral corruption or conflict within themselves, which reveals 

the modern anxieties of society, such as political corruption, environmental destruction, and existential 

crisis. These kinds of characters are likely to challenge traditional ideas of heroism by not following the 

overly simplistic moral codes that were used to define heroes in the past, hence forcing the viewer to 

question what it takes to be deemed good in a morally uncertain universe. The significance of the anti-hero 

is that it criticizes traditional heroism and the failure of the traditional moral system. The anti-hero is the 

lens through which to delve into the problem of resistance, survival, and identity in the fractured world, as 

society still struggles with political, social, and environmental instability. The anti-hero motif is still critical 

in contemporary narration as it is a manifestation of the paradoxes and ambiguities of human nature in a 

fast-changing society. Anti-heroes reflect the clash between personal needs and social principles through 

their predicaments, which provides an insightful depiction of the modern world. 
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