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Introduction: In order to establish a clear understanding of the antihero, it is 

important to examine the concept of hero. Terminologically, the hero is defined by 

Chris Baldick as a main character in a narrative or dramatic work, which should 

not be mistaken for the usual sense of heroism (Baldick, 2001, p.330). Joseph 

Campbell’s understanding of the hero, on the other hand, focuses on the self-

submissive dimension of traditional heroes, highlighting the inner reconciliation and 

personal transformation of the protagonist (Campbell, 1949, p.416). Northrop Frye 

further discusses different representations of conventional heroes, arguing that the 

hero can either be superior to the common man while remaining subject to social 

criticism, thus belonging to the high mimetic mode, or be not superior to other men 

and to his environment which belongs to low mimetic mode (Frye, 1957, p.34). 

As contemporary literature has developed a growing interest in flawed and 

complex protagonists, the concept of antihero has become increasingly prominent. 

Antiheroes tend to possess ordinary background, vulnerability or internal conflict, 

which contrasts them with ideal heroes. Barbara Kingsolver depicts Demon 

Copperhead as a character with insecurity, uncertainty and personal struggles while 

keeping his ability to endure adversities that he faces. Therefore, the present study 

analyses the antiheroic characteristics of Demon Copperhead, simultaneously 

establishing the features that set him apart from ideal heroes. 

Theoretical background: The present study draws on Chris Baldick’s 

definition of the antihero, which describes the concept as ‘A central character in a 

dramatic or narrative work who lacks the qualities of nobility and magnanimity 

expected of traditional heroes and heroines in romances and epics (Baldick, 2001, 

p.82)’. Victor Brombert further expands the notion by characterizing antiheroes as: 

‘weak, ineffectual, pale, humiliated, self-doubting, inept, occasionally abject 

characters-often afflicted with self-conscious and paralyzing irony, yet at times 

capable of unexpected resilience and fortitude (Brombert, 1999, p.4)’. Theodore 

Ziolkowski emphasizes that hesitation is common among antiheroes (Ziolkowski, 

2004, p.120) while Wilson and Furst point out inactive response as another 

classifying trait of antiheroes (Wilson, 1976, p.155). Furthermore, Crowell argues 

that contemporary antiheroes often struggle with self-sense, since they are free to 
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shape it themselves (Crowell, 2016, p.30). The aforementioned characteristics 

constitute the theoretical basis for anaylsing Demon Copperhead as an antihero. 

Analysis and discussion: Demon Copperhead, the protagonist of Barbara 

Kingsolver’s 2022 novel of the same name, is born to an already deceased 

Melungeon father and a young drug-addicted mother. He mostly lives in poverty 

with his mother and spends much of his adolescence moving through foster homes 

after her death. His disadvantaged background contrasts with the exceptional social 

positions often attributed to traditional heroes. 

Demon’s antiheroic characterisation is further reinforced by the physical injury 

he sustains playing football, the game he has been exceptionally good at. The injury 

contributes to the beginning of his drug addiction, as he is prescribed opioid as a 

painkiller, followed by his withdrawal from sport. His flaw, to some extent, alienates 

him from his teammates and eventually school social life. Therefore, his physical 

flaw represents his antiheroic characteristics, as it distances Demon from 

exceptional physical abilities heroes traditionally possess. 

Furthermore, his indecisiveness is reflected in how much he hesitates before 

agreeing to aunt June’s suggestion about rehabilitation. The textual evidence shows 

that he struggles to choose between leaving Lee County for medical assistance in 

Knoxville and staying in his hometown: ‘Too scared to leave the last place where 

people looked at me and saw their son or blood brother … If I lived till morning, I 

would walk down the mountain, find June, and tell her I was ready to fly 

(Kingsolver, 2022, p.464).  

The identity confusion is another antiheroic feature Demon demonstrates 

throughout the novel. He constantly doubts his worth and develops a disrupted self-

sense. His official name is Damon; however, almost everyone calls him Demon and 

he rarely complains. He accepts and gets accustomed to the identity assigned to him 

by the society at an early age. What distinguishes him from traditional heroic figures 

is that, he does not try to prove it otherwise. 

Finally, his passivity in resisting his dependency on oxy complies with Wilson 

and Furst’s argument. Demon tries to endure without drug use but does not seek 

medical help actively. Unlike traditional heroes, he does not choose the 

rehabilitation himself until aunt June arranges it for him. Taken together, these main 

features establish Demon Copperhead as an antiheroic protagonist and differentiate 

him from the ideal hero archetype.  

Conclusion: To conclude, the findings show that the analysis of Demon 

Copperhead through the theoretical framework of the concept antihero demonstrates 

that Demon possesses several antiheroic traits. His physical flaw, indecisiveness, 
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distorted identity and lack of active response to setbacks set him apart from 

conventional heroic models. Nevertheless, these limitations do not totally deprive 

him from strength as he endures difficult circumstances in his life. The coexistence 

of weakness and resilience contributes to the complex characterisation of Demon 

Copperhead. Thus, Demon can be regarded as a contemporary American antihero 

who reflects the departure from traditional heroic ideals. 
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