THE MODERN HERO ARCHETYPE IN A CONFEDERACY OF DUNCES
 “Each man is a hero and oracle to somebody.” 

- Ralph Waldo Emerson. 




The concept of the archetypal hero in literature
 has been static for the most part, enduring through works as varied as Homer’s The Odyssey and Tolkein’s Lord of the Rings. Archetypes grow out of the personal need in a culture to have role models, to have a figure that can be held up as the ultimate epitome of cultural sophistication and relevant social values, to be admired and held in awe by all.
 It used to be so easy to define them
: Ulysses was heroic for his noble birth, Frodo for his fortitude in suffering, Don Quijote for his central role in amazing and remarkable events.
 By definition a hero is someone both rebellious and daring, who lives out what others fear to. A hero can also be chastised and rejected by those surrounding him, even ostracized, for daring to follow a different path. All ancient archetypal heroes eventually undergo a process of transformation that results in the salvation of those around them
: Oedipus claimed his fate instead of fleeing from it and thus saved his kingdom from apocalyptic punishment, Achilles reconciled his grief after the death of his friend and won the battle at Troy, Ulysses arrived home all the more courageous after his arduous journey, victorious as a warrior. 
However, the guidelines for classifying a hero have become blurred over time, with changing social values and the rise of individualism: without the need for leaders to solve their problems, people are looking within themselves to find solutions.
 As a result, the concept of the archetypal hero has changed and had to have been modified to remain relevant to the times. 
The new, modern archetypal hero is someone who accepts reality in the face of a plastic, banal, utterly corruptive world. Rather than have his soul sucked into the void himself or succumb to the materialistic values all those around him dictate he must have, he finds escape through whatever means possible, even if it means sacrifice of his dignity, rationality and health. Whereas before the typical hero archetype was seen as a warrior standing at the head of a crowd, leading them bravely into battle, the modern hero is a decidedly less rousing figure: he stands alone, outside of the crowd, ostracized by those around him for daring to follow a different path. The modern archetypal heroic quest is one in which instead of saving a country, a world or a princess, a self is saved—typically the hero’s own self. This reflects the modern cultural attitude of how redemption is found within rather than from outside sources.
 Hence the modern archetypal hero differs decidedly from the classic conception of the archetypal hero.

A Confederacy of Dunces by John Kennedy Toole is a novel that delivers a strong candidate for the new concept of the modern archetypal hero. 
Toole presents a very vivid and unforgettable character in the form of Ignatius J. Reilly, an obese college graduate who still lives at home with his mother and hides from the appalling and disgusting social setting of New Orleans by shutting himself up in his room to scribble out his thoughts and complaints on pads of Big Chief note paper. As unlikely as it sounds, despite all his very obvious shortcomings and flaws, which include a tendency to exaggerate, insensitivity, sloth and denial, Ignatius comes off as a heroic figure.
 Through the character of Ignatius J. Reilly, John Kennedy Toole presents a new archetype of the heroic figure for the modern age: a rebellious figure living outside of society who suffers for his cause and whose ultimate heroic act is the transformation of himself, not of the people or society around him. 
Ignatius is heroic because he rebels against rules and conformity of society, established institutions, and actively attempts to bring about social change. 
He is also heroic because he suffers: genuinely hating society for being so materialistic, he becomes so unable to deal with the blows life deals him that he isolates himself at an early age, so those around him consistently turn on him. 
Finally he is heroic because of his ultimate transformation: he undergoes a journey and consequently transforms himself when he learns to accept the common fate of humanity. 
Therefore, Toole in A Confederacy of Dunces creates a new, modern definition of the archetypal hero through the character of Ignatius J. Reilly, who is heroic for his rebellion, his suffering and his ultimate transformation.

Ignatius Reilly is presented as the modern archetype for heroism through his rebellion against established institutions.
 A rebel is someone who exists outside to norm, who refuses to go along with what society dictates or take on assumed roles everyone is expected to aspire to
. Reilly rebels against typical rules and conformity of society, rules as normal as going to work and conformism as expected as having sex.
 Through his rejection of achieving the lowest and most sought-after goal of people, that of being gainfully employed, Ignatius is actually making a rebellious statement against a well-established institution he despises, “the perversion of having to GO TO WORK” (Toole 41). 
Ignatius expresses nothing but the strongest contempt for the social value that is placed upon being employed, seeing it as a force that renders people conformist, corporate drones: “you can always tell employees…by the total vacancy which occupies the space where most other people have faces.” (Toole 218) 
While other characters such as Jones aspire to get a job to  "get someplace. . . . I want me a air condition, some color TV, sit around drinkin somthin [sic] better than beer," (Toole 143) Ignatius has no interest in conforming along with this desire to be employed in order to fulfill materialistic needs. 
Ignatius refuses to go along with an attitude that has existed since the Industrial Revolution, that of the all-American work ethic that Ignatius calls “[the] American ‘Stick-to-it-tiveness’ and ‘Know-how’” (239) the attitude that dictates that the average working person only needs three days off out of 365 and a job is the means to win materialistic possessions rather than acquire spiritual fulfillment. Ignatius’ rejection of this attitude is evident when he says, "Employers sense in me a denial of their values. They fear me. I suspect that they can see that I am forced to function in a century which I loathe.” (63)
 Ignatius’ rebellion against the established institution of employment is daring and admirable and renders him a modern archetype for heroism, a man who can live without the roles everyone is expected to aspire to. 
Ignatius also rebels against the most basic of human functions, that of sex. When his girlfriend Myrna Minkoff informs him “you’ve closed your mind to both love and society…you need the therapy of sex desperately”, (92) she reveals everyday culture’s common association of linking sex with acceptable participation in society, as though obsessing over trivial mating rituals is equivalent to becoming a well-rounded person. While she may be right—as a result of his rejection Ignatius’ weight balloons and he suffers from a “misbehaving pyloric valve” (95) as he substitutes food for sex (“The human desire for food and sex is relatively equal”) (176)—the significance surrounding his choice renders him heroic rather than merely crazy or disgusting.
 Ignatius’ refusal to participate in society’s obsession with sex reveals his rejection of tradition ideals or appreciations; his likes and desires differ from the likes and desires of the norm.
 Ignatius even observes himself that “my size itself is a safeguard against my ever sinking too low within the structure of our civilization” (239). To avoid being sucked down into that conformity he despises, Ignatius makes a significant, rebellious gesture in rejecting the conformity of sex. By refusing to follow the conformity of established institutions such as work and sex, Ignatius sets himself up as a rebel—more specifically as a new archetypal hero for the modern age. 

Ignatius is also revealed as a modern archetypal hero through his rebellion against typical established authorities and institutions, such as the Church and the middle-class.

In John Kennedy Toole’s A Confederacy of Dunces, a new archetype for the modern hero is displayed. The character Ignatius J. Reilly exhibits all the qualities that a modern hero archetype must possess. He is a revolutionary, rebellious figure living outside of society, rejecting their norms, refusing to conform. 
This is seen through Ignatius rejection of basic human achievements such as employment and having sex as well as his hatred of established institutions such as the church, the law force and the middle class. Additionally, Ignatius’ rebelliousness against established society is revealed in his relentless championing of social causes and attempts at social activism. The modern hero archetype also suffers due to his defiance of convention and is repeatedly chastised and cast down by those surrounding him. Ignatius exemplifies this quality as, due to his intolerance of the shallowness and materialism of the decadent society surrounding him, he isolates himself completely from everybody who in turn persecute against him. Finally, the modern hero archetype brings about salvation and transformation ultimately for himself, rather than for the people or society around him. Ignatius does so when he undergoes a personal transformation that enables him to interact with Myrna and accept the common fate of humanity, while being unable to transform what surrounds him. That Ignatius J. Reilly, with his pretentious rants, disgusting obesity, insensitive remarks, cruel disposition, crudeness and all, manages to achieve a level of heroism despite all of the above is ought to be a relief for all. Caught up in the ancient image of the hero archetype as flawless, noble, crusading warrior, for one to live up to this image is a constant, impossible struggle. Ignatius J. Reilly completely rips down and destroys all the typical preconceptions that previously surrounded the role models or heroic figures in society. Paradoxically enough, this very act is what makes him heroic. Better that heroism is achieved by those who make the effort to be real and stay true to their nature, in the face of a culture that would have all become plastic and banal cutouts. 
The old hero archetype might continue to endure, but the real heroic quest, as exemplified by Ignatius, is the one where the most real, truthful image of one’s self is found. 

�Quotes are generally not acceptable in the introduction.  If you want to include something to provoke the reader’s thoughts, then do it as this author has done and include the quote before the actual essay.


�This essay begins with a background paragraph, a broad discussion of archetypal heroes from an historical perspective.  Normally, this lengthy discussion is not necessary, but given the complexity of this topic and the author’s perceived need to share the information, she has included this background information.  In fact, if you have a complex topic which requires further explanation or development, it is usually better to include a background paragraph before the introductory paragraph in order to develop those ideas.


�This background information is on the archetypal hero in literature.  The author wants to clarify and explain what the archetypal hero is and how his or her characteristics have evolved over time.  The author will be focusing on this topic in her essay with a modern/post-modern hero and felt the need to explain a little bit about the evolution of that hero.


�Broad general statement and definition of archetypes.


�This statement is a little less formal than I would like.


�Historical examples of archetypal heroes.


�These general characteristics are the same as the author will be using in the essay.  As well, she will be using the same vocabulary throughout the essay.  It’s important to have core vocabulary for your essay – do not change wording if there are key terms. 


�Examples from history for the archetypal hero, included in order to demonstrate the evolution to the modern hero.


�Transitional word and statement.


�After giving some characteristics and some examples from historical heroes, the author is now going to focus on the modern archetypal hero.  She is narrowing the topic from a broad idea to her actual topic.


�Here, again, the author describes those characteristics of the modern hero, more specifically this time.  Notice how these key ideas and terms are used throughout the essay.


�The author finishes the background paragraph with a concluding statement based on its content.  Notice how the wording and ideas here also serve as a transition to the first sentence in the introductory paragraph next.


�After giving a little historical background and then narrowing that to the modern period, the author now narrows even further to discuss the novel and hero which will be the focus of her essay.  The tendency in formal essays is to begin broad and narrow.  Since this author has a background paragraph, this introductory paragraph can begin a bit more specifically.  If you do not have a background paragraph (which most will not have), then you will want to start this with something a bit more general.


�This is not absolutely necessary, but this plot summary or character summary does help the author bridge between her previous statements and the specific explanation of Ignatius as an archetypal hero.


�Here is a hint of the author’s thesis to come.  She has narrowed her topic to the novel in question and then to the specific ideas she wants to prove in the essay.  Now, she will define the specific arguments that make up her thesis.


�The first argument with somewhat clear definitions.


�The second argument with more specific definitions of the key terms.


�The third argument, again with somewhat clear and complete definitions or explanations of the key terms.  Defining your arguments forces you and the reader to agree on how complex or abstract terms or ideas will be developed throughout the essay.  You should define your terms based on the support you will eventually use in the arguments to prove them.  DO NOT use a dictionary to define terms; use the work itself.  These definitions will also be used by the author to provide structure within each of the arguments.


�Here is the complete thesis with the author’s arguments embedded.  We have gone from a broad historical discussion of the archetypal hero in this somewhat wordy beginning to a specific thesis based on one character in one novel and utilizing clearly defined arguments and terminology.


�The introductory sentence for the first argument clearly introduces the main topic (Ignatius’ rebellion against established institutions) and refers back to the thesis (modern archetypal hero).  Notice that the author is using a controlled vocabulary and a simple (redundant) structure in order to lead the reader carefully and clearly through her arguments.  The author actually has three ideas in the first argument - “rebels against rules and conformity of society, established institutions, and actively attempts to bring about social change” – she will be developing these ideas in separate paragraphs, creating three paragraphs for the fist argument.  This is fine; it adds to the length of the paper, but it also adds strength to the essay through further development and support.


�This definition of a rebel would be better off in the introductory paragraph.  As mentioned, the first argument, as introduced in the introduction, is not clearly or fully described.  It needs further explanation such as this.


�Here the author has taken the first part of her definition in the introduction (rebels against rules and conformity of society) and will go on in this paragraph to support that idea.  This particular paragraph will be further subdivided into three parts based on the three parts of her original definition in the second sentence.


�Here the author has taken one idea from her definition – rebellion against institutions – and grounded it in specific support from the novel.  Notice the structure of the sentence: explanation – key idea – quoted support - all integrated into one statement.  This structure of integrating explanation, key terms from the definitions and thesis, discussion and actual, quoted support will continue throughout the argument.  The only thing really missing here is a bit better integration of the quote AND some context for the quote.


�Same structure – more support for the author’s focus in this paragraph.  Notice the use of key terms from her definitions.  This redundancy, although perceived as anathema to many, actually helps guide the reader through the essay.


�Here is the second part of the argument based on the definitions the author gives at the beginning (“A rebel is someone who exists outside to norm, who refuses to go along with what society dictates or take on assumed roles everyone is expected to aspire to�.”)  Here the author will develop and support he second part of that definitions, “a man … who refuses to go along with what society dictates.”  Notice the structure of the argument based on the definition AND the continued use of a controlled vocabulary focusing on key terms.


�Further support for the main idea of this part of the argument.  How much support do you need?  It depends on what you’re trying to prove.  Always, make sure you have enough to FULLY convince your reader that your opinion concerning the literature is valid because it’s apparent both specifically and broadly.  It’s an apparent fact of the novel and can be seen throughout the novel’s development; it is NOT a unique or isolated event.


�Here begins the third part of the argument.  At the beginning, the author defined her topic as “A rebel is someone who exists outside to norm, who refuses to go along with what society dictates or take on assumed roles everyone is expected to aspire to�.”  Here the author will develop and support he last part of that definitions, “a man who can live without the roles everyone is expected to aspire to.”  Notice the structure of the argument based on the definition, the mention of the thesis again (to remind the reader what the ultimate objective of this essay is) AND the continued use of a controlled vocabulary focusing on key terms.


�A bit complex and wordy, but here the author has supported her idea that one role Ignatius can do without is sex.  This particular perspective on the topic does not fit perfectly; therefore, the author ahs expanded her explanation (and included a little opinion, not necessarily correct, but OK in this instance).


�Here the author concludes this part of the argument (after a messy couple of sentences) and ties her development back into the main idea.  This serves as both a road sign and a transition to the rest of her support for this idea.


�The concluding sentence, which reiterates the main focus of the argument, relates it’s premise back to the thesis and includes a couple of specifics from the argument itself.


�Here is the introductory sentence from the second part of the first argument.  As mentioned, this author broke the first argument into three separate sections based on her definition in the introduction (“rebels against rules and conformity of society, established institutions, and actively attempts to bring about social change”).   Here she will be developing the second of those ideas, rebels against established institutions, through specific support and utilizing a structure similar to the last paragraph.  Once again, this particular part of the first argument will be further subdivided into three parts.  This goes on like this for 18 pages.


�The concluding paragraph begins with a restatement of your thesis.  This is done here in two sentences; given the length of the overall essay, that’s fine, but normally, you will want to do this in one.


�The body of the concluding paragraph is used to summarize your major ideas from the paper.  Here, unlike in the introduction, you can point to specific support without, of course, actually quoting it.


�The last sentence in the essay reflects the first, in the sense that both are broad.  This last sentence is called the reflection and should leave the reader with some significant idea from the essay, something which may give pause and prompt further thought.


We began the essay with a broad idea, narrowed to our topic and now end with another broad idea.  That’s the overall essay structure, and if you look closely, that’s the structure of the individual arguments themselves.





