If you look at almost any film ever made, regardless of however the story plays out, there is typically two driving forces that drive the story. These things are the Protagonist and th Antagonist. The Good Guy and The Bad Guy. The Hero and The Villain. Two opposing forces which battle one another to get what they want. This could be a battle over buried treasure (Indiana Jones), this could be a battle over land (Gangs of New York), This could even be a battle over one’s own mind. (Silver Linings Playbook, Black Swan)
But what makes these Heroes and Villains different?
Well, for a start some of the basic characteristics your typical ‘heroes’ are: Bravery, Mercy, Selflessness, Trustworthiness, Compassion the fact they always possess a strong Moral Compass. They know right from wrong. 
But on the opposite side of the coin, Villains have the complete opposite set of characteristics, they typically lack empathy, they show no mercy, they’re selfish, untrustworthy and lack any form of compassion. And they typically do not have a moral compass, although if they know right from wrong, they will generally favour the ‘wrong’. 
As viewers, we tend to pick up on who is the hero and who is the villain pretty quickly. This is to do with one’s own morals.
 ‘Heroes are morally upright and therefore, loved. Villains are morally bankrupt and, thus, despised.’
‘Thus, viewers emotionally side with the characters who are morally upright and, in contrast, are against those who are not. These moral distinctions offer viewers the justification (or moral amnesty) to love and hate characters.’1
But if you look closely, and watch certain, specific films. You’ll notice something different. You’ll notice the Anti-Hero. 
 ‘Antihero denotes an antithetical character, often lacking in nobility, virtue bravery and morality, qualities generally associated with the traditional hero.’2
The Anti-hero may possess some of the characteristics associated with the hero, but never all of them. There’s typically something lacking within the character, this could be a combination of things, but for almost all of the time, anti-heroes all lack one thing, a moral compass. They’re usually morally ambiguous and this can either be in part to ignorance, meaning they don’t know the difference between right and wrong. OR. They know the difference but choose to ignore it for whatever reason. 
They’re characters that try to do good, and to be a good person, but they tend to go about it in a way that questions their moral compass. And it’s this ambiguity that makes them unpredictable.
Anti-heroes, for the most part, tend not to help others for no reason. And in times where they DO help people. This is usually because they have their own agenda at play, Anti-heroes tend to look after their own interests. This is something that drives many anti-heroes to do what they do. 
For example, Travis Bickle’s urge for violence increases steadily throughout the course of ‘Taxi Driver’. But when he meets underage prostitute Iris and witnesses the way Sport treats her. He uses her liberation from these people as a reason to fulfil his urge for bloody violence. Ultimately culminating in him somewhat becoming a hero to people in the neighbourhood. 

But these anti-heroes aren’t a new thing. Although the popularity for anti-heroes in our films and television shows is at an all time high. The archetype of the antihero goes back as far as Odysseus in the Odyssey. It is present throughout many of Shakespeare’s works such as Macbeth and Hamlet. And it’s even more prevalent today (Show Oh Dae-Su, Driver, Lou Bloom.) This history of antihero’s suggests that audiences and people who are listening to and watching these stories have always had an innate appreciation for characters who have flaws that obstruct them from falling under the banner of your more typical hero. 
But HOW can we side with characters who aren’t always the good guys? 
Insert Quote #7
How can viewers identify with characters who constantly transgress moral boundaries? Do viewers simply ignore the wrongdoing? We do not think so. 
In fact, preliminary research suggests that, among fans, enjoyment of an episode of the TV series 24 increased the more that fans judged the lead character Jack Bauer to be unattractive and immoral (Janicke & Raney, 2015). 
One prominent explanation (Krakowiak & Tsay, 2011; Raney et al., 2009; Tsay & Krakowiak, 2011) is that viewers actually recast the immoral behaviour as moral— or at least, as justified—through the process of moral disengagement.’
‘Moral disengagement describes a set of cognitive strategies that we all use to excuse our own immoral actions or those of our friends and loved ones.’1
There has always been a wealth of lead characters in films that fit the Anti-hero archetype, in the height of the Noir, there were anti-heroes like Humphrey Bogart’s Samuel Spade (show Maltese Falcon). In the 60’s and 70’s Clint Eastwood brought us an array of some of the most iconic anti-heroes (show The Good, The Bad, The Ugly & Dirty Harry) And that’s without mentioning this little film (show The Godfather). Flashforward to the 90’s with Christian Bale’s breakout role as the murderous Patrick Bateman (show American Psycho) to modern day with characters like Lou Bloom (show Nightcrawler) and Ryan Gosling’s Driver (Show Drive). 
In addition to this, with the rise of superhero fandom mostly due to the creation of the Marvel Cinematic Universe, it’s easy to pick out the heroes in the shared universe (show avengers) but also the antiheroes (show daredevil, Jessica Jones, Punisher, Deadpool). These shows are highly popular in today’s culture and has really played a huge role in bringing the Anti-Hero character to the forefront of modern film and television.
If you take a look at the majority of the most popular television shows in recent history, you’d be hard pressed to find one that doesn’t include an anti-hero. Breaking Bad, one of the most highly rated and watched television programmes of recent memory, features Walter White, played by Bryan Cranston, who is a chemistry teacher turned drug manufacturer who uses his knowledge to make and sell drugs, as well as committing murder and many other things that would make him out to be a very bad person. But it’s the character’s motivation and reasoning for doing these things that helps the audience to sympathise with him. 
Breaking Bad is just one prime example of an anti-hero in modern television, there are also many other characters that fit the model. Like, Tony Soprano (Sopranos), Jax Teller (SoA), Jack Bauer (24), Enoch Thompson (Boardwalk) Don Draper (Madmen) and even an actual serial killer, Dexter. 

But this begs the question, we know HOW we manage to watch anti-heroes do what they do, but WHY do we enjoy watching anti-heroes? 
 ‘Through American New Wave from the 60’s and 70’s, with films such as Easy Rider (1969), and Dirty Harry (1971). We contend that longer-form narratives, offer audience members a unique opportunity to enter the antihero world, making them the ideal entertainment content upon which to test a unified model of the antihero enjoyment process.’1
This leads me to believe that in the 60’s and 70’s audience members watching a film about a murderous couple, or a gritty, vengeful cop did so to escape from their own, possibly straightforward and ordinary lives, to enter the world of these dangerous and exciting anti-heroes for a few hours. 
Flashforward to today. And the presence of anti-heroes in film and TV is considerably more intense now that it was back then. And with the internet at our fingertips, I don’t think that film and TV are our only means of escape as a society. What with the wealth of different things to be done online. So, why do we still enjoy anti-heroes? 
‘If dispositions toward antiheroes cannot be based upon the character’s moral goodness, then another factor or set of factors must serve as the foundation for the liking of antiheroes. One factor has recently emerged as a possible explanation: identification. 
In fact, a few informed studies tentatively shown that identification is an important variable through which dispositions are formed toward the antihero.’1
What this means is that instead of watching these films to dive head first into these exciting stories like people did in the 60’s and 70’s. Something a lot more personal is happening for modern day viewers. Identification. 
This leads me to believe that the reason that people enjoy watching films and television shows which showcase these anti-heroes is because we identify with them. We see these character on screen that have faults, they have struggles, they’re not always perfect. They make mistakes and mess up, but that’s why we identify with them. Because as we as humans are far from perfect, and the anti-hero champions that trait. We see Salieri’s envy towards Beethoven and we empathise with that (show Amadeus).  We’re understand Keller Dover’s motivation to find his daughter by any means necessary (show Prisoners). WE understand why these anti-heroes do what they do. Because anti-heroes appear more human. We understand their struggles, and their reasonings. We understand the strife of trying to be a good person in a world where that doesn’t seem possible. We IDENTIFY with them. This makes watching these characters’ stories unfold that much more impacting and immersive. Leading to a better viewing experience.
In my opinion, this reveals that audiences are fed up with the typical ‘Knight in shining armour’ ‘always perfect’ hero. Instead, their attentions are shifting to the not so perfect heroes. Those who offer much more complexity in their personalities. Those who struggle with things and have faults. I believe this is because it reflects attitudes towards living life in our own world. It helps people to believe that if you make mistakes, or struggle, you are still a good person. 
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