The Study of Religion and History
Vol. 01 No. 01 (2023)

Deconstructing the Hero's Journey: Narrative Subversion in
Feminist Fiction

Nofal Talha
MS Scholar Faculty of Management Sciences Lahore College for Women University, Lahore

Abstract:

The archetypal Hero's Journey, popularized by Joseph Campbell, has long served as a
foundation for countless narratives across various cultures and storytelling mediums.
However, this monomyth, as Campbell himself acknowledged, often reinforces traditional
gender roles and overlooks the experiences and complexities of female characters. This
paper explores how feminist fiction deconstructs the Hero's Journey, challenging its
assumptions and subverting its traditional narrative patterns. Through character analysis,
thematic exploration, and close reading of specific texts, this paper demonstrates how
feminist writers reimagine the hero archetype, redefine notions of success and agency, and
offer alternative narratives that empower female protagonists to break free from restrictive
societal expectations.
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Introduction:

The Hero's Journey, as outlined by Joseph Campbell in his seminal work The Hero with a
Thousand Faces, has become a cornerstone of narrative theory and analysis. It describes a
universal pattern of transformation that many heroes, both male and female, undergo
throughout their journeys. This structure typically involves a departure from the ordinary
world, a series of challenges and obstacles faced in a special world, and a return to the
ordinary world transformed by the experience.

However, feminist scholars have critiqued the Hero's Journey for its inherent androcentrism.
The traditional hero is often depicted as a masculine figure whose journey is characterized by
individualism, conquest, and a focus on external rewards. This archetype often overlooks the
unique challenges and experiences faced by female protagonists, perpetuating gender

stereotypes and limiting the potential for diverse narratives.
Subverting the Hero's Archetype:

Subverting the Hero's Archetype is a literary and cinematic technique that challenges
traditional storytelling norms by defying audience expectations and providing a fresh
perspective on heroism. This narrative strategy seeks to deconstruct the conventional hero's
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journey, where a protagonist embarks on a quest, faces challenges, and ultimately triumphs
over evil. Instead of adhering to the predictable trajectory, subverting the hero's archetype
introduces complexity and ambiguity into the narrative, forcing audiences to question
preconceived notions about heroism.

One way to subvert the hero's archetype is by presenting a flawed protagonist. Unlike the
classic hero who embodies virtue and unwavering morality, the subverted hero may grapple
with moral ambiguity, internal conflicts, or personal shortcomings. This departure from the
idealized hero challenges audiences to empathize with characters who are imperfect and
human, fostering a deeper connection between the audience and the narrative.

Additionally, subverting the hero's archetype involves challenging the traditional hero's
journey structure. Instead of a linear progression towards a clear goal, the narrative may
meander, presenting unexpected twists and turns that deviate from the expected path. This
approach keeps the audience on their toes, subverting their expectations and making the
storytelling experience more engaging and unpredictable.

Another facet of subverting the hero's archetype is redefining the concept of villainy. In
traditional narratives, villains are often portrayed as one-dimensional embodiments of evil.
However, subversive storytelling introduces complex and nuanced antagonists, blurring the
lines between good and evil. This challenges the audience's moral compass and encourages
them to question the traditional dichotomy of heroes and villains.

Furthermore, subverting the hero's archetype often involves exploring the consequences of
the hero's actions. While conventional heroes may experience a triumphant resolution,
subverted heroes might face unintended and morally ambiguous outcomes. This adds a layer
of realism to the narrative, prompting audiences to contemplate the complexity of decision-
making and the unforeseen repercussions of heroic deeds.

In some instances, subverting the hero's archetype involves shifting the focus away from an
individual hero towards a collective or ensemble of characters. This collaborative approach
emphasizes the importance of teamwork and collective responsibility, challenging the notion
of the singular, all-powerful hero.

Subversion can also manifest in the exploration of anti-heroes — characters who lack
conventional heroic qualities but still find themselves in the role of protagonists. These
characters may possess morally gray traits, making them compelling subjects for storytelling
as their journey unfolds in unexpected and sometimes controversial ways.

Moreover, subverting the hero's archetype allows for the exploration of unconventional
genres and settings. By placing heroes in unfamiliar or unconventional contexts, storytellers
can challenge genre conventions and breathe new life into tired tropes. This approach sparks
creativity and innovation, pushing the boundaries of storytelling.

Additionally, subverting the hero's archetype can serve as a commentary on societal norms
and expectations. By challenging the traditional hero narrative, storytellers can address issues
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such as toxic masculinity, the cult of individualism, and the consequences of blind adherence
to moral absolutes. This social critique adds depth to the narrative and invites audiences to
reflect on broader cultural themes.

However, subverting the hero's archetype is not without its challenges. Audiences may

initially resist deviations from familiar storytelling patterns, requiring careful navigation by
storytellers to strike a balance between subversion and coherence. When done successfully,
though, subverting the hero's archetype can lead to groundbreaking narratives that redefine
the way we perceive and engage with heroism in literature and film.

Feminist fiction actively deconstructs the traditional Hero's Journey by reframing the hero
archetype and offering alternative models of heroism. This subversion can manifest in
various ways, including:

Shifting the focus from external rewards to internal growth: Unlike the traditional hero who
seeks external validation and recognition, feminist heroines may be driven by internal
motivations such as self-discovery, personal growth, and the desire to create positive social
change.

Prioritizing communal connections and collaboration over individualistic pursuits:
Recognizing the importance of collective action and mutual support, feminist heroines may
prioritize collaboration over individualistic goals, highlighting the significance of female
solidarity and community building.

Challenging gender roles and expectations: By showcasing strong and resourceful female
protagonists who defy traditional gender norms and expectations, feminist fiction challenges
societal assumptions about female agency and leadership.

Redefining notions of success and victory: Feminist heroines may define success differently
than their male counterparts, valuing personal fulfillment, connection, and the well-being of
their communities over traditional markers of success such as wealth or power.

Examples of Narrative Subversion:

Narrative subversion is a powerful literary device that challenges conventional storytelling
norms and expectations, injecting creativity and unpredictability into the fabric of a narrative.
This technique often involves subverting established tropes, twisting traditional plot
structures, and defying audience anticipations. In this exploration, we'll delve into diverse
examples of narrative subversion across various mediums, from literature to film and
television.

One classic example of narrative subversion can be found in George Orwell's "Animal Farm."
Initially presenting itself as a simple allegory, the novel takes an unexpected turn as the
revolutionary pigs, who initially sought equality, gradually evolve into oppressive rulers,
subverting the anticipated trajectory of a utopian transformation. This twist not only
challenges readers' assumptions but also offers a scathing commentary on the corruption of
power.
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In the realm of film, Quentin Tarantino's "Pulp Fiction" is a masterclass in narrative
subversion. The non-linear storytelling, fragmented plotlines, and unconventional dialogue
defy traditional cinematic structures. The film's unpredictability keeps viewers on their toes,
challenging the conventional expectations of a linear and straightforward narrative.

Turning to the television landscape, the series "Breaking Bad" subverts the traditional hero-
villain dichotomy. Walter White, the protagonist, transforms from a sympathetic character
into a morally ambiguous antihero. This subversion of the typical hero's journey adds
complexity to the narrative, forcing viewers to question their allegiances and moral
judgments.

In the fantasy genre, J.K. Rowling's "Harry Potter" series subverts the chosen one trope.
While Harry is the central character, it is ultimately his friends and allies who play crucial
roles in the story's resolution. Rowling challenges the notion of a singular hero and
emphasizes the importance of collaboration and friendship in overcoming adversity.

Literary works such as Kurt Vonnegut's "Slaughterhouse-Five" employ narrative subversion
through the manipulation of time. The non-linear structure and the protagonist's ability to
experience events out of sequence defy the traditional chronological storytelling method,
offering a unique perspective on the impact of war and trauma.

Moving into the realm of science fiction, Philip K. Dick's "Do Androids Dream of Electric
Sheep?" challenges the boundaries between humans and artificial intelligence. The narrative
subversion lies in the exploration of empathy as a defining characteristic of humanity,
blurring the lines between the organic and the synthetic.

In the horror genre, Jordan Peele's "Get Out" subverts expectations by using the horror genre
as a vehicle for social commentary. The film challenges racial stereotypes and examines
systemic racism, taking the horror beyond the supernatural and into the unsettling realities of
everyday life.

On a lighter note, the animated series "Avatar: The Last Airbender” subverts the typical
hero's journey by exploring the complexities of redemption and forgiveness. The character of
Zuko undergoes a remarkable transformation, challenging the notion that villains are
irredeemable and providing a nuanced portrayal of character development.

In the world of comics, Alan Moore's "Watchmen" subverts the superhero genre by
deconstructing the very concept of heroism. The morally ambiguous characters and the
critique of the superhero archetype challenge readers' preconceptions, paving the way for a
more mature and introspective approach to the genre.

Shifting to the realm of video games, "Bioshock™ subverts the player's expectations through
its narrative twists and ethical dilemmas. The game challenges the notion of choice and
consequence, offering a thought-provoking exploration of free will within the constraints of a
video game narrative.
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In narrative subversion is a versatile and impactful tool used by storytellers to defy
expectations, question established norms, and engage audiences on a deeper level. Whether in
literature, film, television, or other mediums, these examples demonstrate the enduring power
of narrative subversion to captivate, challenge, and provoke thought. As storytellers continue
to push the boundaries of conventional narratives, the exploration of unexpected twists and
turns will undoubtedly remain a compelling aspect of the creative landscape.

Several prominent works of feminist fiction offer powerful examples of narrative subversion
within the Hero's Journey framework. Here are a few notable illustrations:

Toni Morrison's Beloved: This novel deconstructs the traditional hero by focusing on Sethe, a
formerly enslaved woman who defies societal expectations and makes difficult choices to
protect her children. Her journey is one of survival, resilience, and ultimately, self-discovery.
Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale: This dystopian novel critiques traditional gender
roles and presents Offred, the protagonist, as a hero who navigates a deeply oppressive
society. Her journey is one of resistance, rebellion, and ultimately, the pursuit of freedom and
autonomy.

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's Half of a Yellow Sun: This novel offers a nuanced portrayal of
the Nigerian Civil War through the eyes of female characters. Instead of focusing on
individual heroism, the narrative highlights the collective struggles and resilience of women
in the face of war and displacement.
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Summary:

By deconstructing the Hero's Journey and offering alternative narrative models, feminist
fiction expands our understanding of heroism and empowers female protagonists to be
complex, multifaceted individuals who navigate the world on their own terms. This
subversion challenges traditional gender roles, broadens our understanding of human
experience, and paves the way for a more inclusive and diverse literary landscape.
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