
www.ijcrt.org                                                   © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 2 February 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2502810 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org g890 
 

Trickster Archetype - The Eternal, Complex 

Figure of Mythology and Literature that throws a 

Mirror back at the Messiness of Human 

Complexity. 

Aditi Shrivastava 

Student, M.A. English 

Amity Institute of English Studies & Research,  

Amity University, Noida, India 
 

Abstract:  Trickster archetype-the eternal, complex figure of mythology and literature that throws a mirror back at the messiness 

of human complexity. Trickster represents not only rebellion, transformation, but also the in-between spaces of moral ambiguity. 

The discussion traces the genealogy of this trickster in different cultures and texts with focus on Neil Gaiman's American Gods 

and Anansi Boys. From the cunning Anansi in West African folklore to the manipulative Mr. Wednesday and the charismatic Mr. 

Nancy, the trickster disrupts societal norms, challenges power structures, and allows change in the lives of both individuals and 

communities. Gaiman reimagines the trickster archetype to reflect modern cultural anxieties, that is, the conflicts between 

tradition and modernity and the erosion of identity in an increasingly commodified world. Through the narratives, duality is 

revealed in the trickster as creator and destroyer, deceiver and truth-teller. The journey of Shadow Moon and Fat Charlie 

highlights the transformative power of chaos. The works also deal with the themes of family, heritage, and the adaptability of the 

voice of the marginalized, showcasing how the trickster fosters growth through subversion. This study highlights the relevance 

of the archetype in perpetuity, as its critique, disruption, and inspiration can transcend across cultures and timelines. By merging 

ancient myths with contemporary narratives, Gaiman places the trickster as an essential force for renewal, resilience, and cultural 

commentary in an ever-changing world. 

 

Index Terms - Trickster archetype, mythology, cultural narratives, Neil Gaiman, American Gods, Anansi Boys, identity 

and legacy, moral duality, folklore adaptation, rebellion against authority, subversion of norms, themes of deception. 

I. INTRODUCTION  

The trickster archetype has long captivated scholars and audiences alike, embodying a figure of profound complexity and 

ambiguity. Rooted in Carl Jung's concept of archetypes, the trickster occupies a central position within the collective unconscious, 

representing a force that thrives on disruption, boundary-crossing, and transformation. Jung identified the trickster as a mediator 

between chaos and order, a figure whose duality reflects the intricacies of human nature. Over time, this archetype has evolved 

from its traditional mythological manifestations to become a dynamic presence in contemporary literature. Central to this 

evolution are characters like Mr. Nancy and Mr. Wednesday in Neil Gaiman’s American Gods and Anansi Boys, who reinterpret 

the archetype within modern frameworks. 
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The trickster’s origins lie in ancient myths and folklore, where it often takes the form of cunning gods, mischievous animals, or 

subversive heroes. Anansi, the spider god of African folklore, is one of the most celebrated examples of this archetype, known 

for his wit, storytelling, and ability to outmaneuver more powerful beings. Similarly, Loki from Norse mythology exemplifies 

the trickster’s paradoxical nature, acting as both ally and adversary to the gods. These figures embody traits that define the 

trickster: ambiguity, cleverness, and a penchant for defying norms. Scholars such as Lewis Hyde have emphasized the trickster’s 

role as a cultural disruptor and innovator, arguing that its mischief often leads to unexpected forms of creation and progress. 

In Neil Gaiman’s works, the trickster archetype is reimagined to address modern concerns, blending mythological elements with 

contemporary realities. Mr. Nancy, inspired by Anansi and Mr. Wednesday, an incarnation of Odin, serves as multifaceted 

representations of the archetype. Mr. Nancy, with his charm, humor, and cunning, captures the playful and subversive aspects of 

the trickster, while Mr. Wednesday exemplifies its strategic and manipulative dimensions. Together, these characters navigate 

themes of identity, power, and transformation, illustrating the enduring relevance of the archetype.  

The psychological and cultural significance of the trickster archetype is enriched by its ability to operate in liminal spaces. 

Tricksters exist in the in-between, mediating contradictions such as life and death, good and evil, and chaos and order. This 

liminality allows them to challenge established norms and foster new perspectives. In American Gods, Mr. Wednesday 

orchestrates a conflict between the old and new gods, using deception and manipulation to pursue his goals. His actions expose 

the fragility of power structures and compel other characters to confront their beliefs. Similarly, in Anansi Boys, Mr. Nancy’s 

influence on his sons highlights the trickster’s role in personal and generational transformation, emphasizing themes of legacy 

and identity. 

Literature Review 

The intersection of mythology and modernity in Gaiman’s works underscores the adaptability of the trickster archetype. By 

situating characters like Anansi and Odin in contemporary settings, Gaiman bridges the gap between ancient narratives and 

modern storytelling. This approach not only reaffirms the archetype’s universality but also highlights its capacity to address 

current issues such as cultural displacement, adaptation, and resistance. Postcolonial theory offers a valuable lens for analyzing 

the trickster’s role in these contexts. Anansi’s roots in African folklore make Mr. Nancy a figure of cultural reclamation and 

resilience, embodying postcolonial themes of survival and agency. His playful subversion of authority critiques colonial legacies 

and asserts the enduring power of marginalized narratives. 

In addition to its thematic significance, the trickster archetype drives narrative innovation. Gaiman’s storytelling mirrors the 

trickster’s boundary-crossing nature, employing nonlinear structures and multifaceted characterizations. This narrative style 

disrupts conventional frameworks, fostering complexity and ambiguity. Scholars have noted how the trickster’s influence extends 

beyond character and theme, shaping the very structure of the stories in which it appears. The interplay between Mr. Nancy and 

Mr. Wednesday exemplifies this dynamic, illustrating the archetype’s ability to destabilize and reconfigure literary forms. 

Neil Gaiman’s use of the trickster archetype in American Gods and Anansi Boys highlights its transformative potential and 

cultural relevance. Characters such as Mr. Nancy and Mr. Wednesday not only draw upon their mythological roots but also adapt 

to contemporary contexts, embodying the timeless appeal of the trickster while addressing modern issues. These figures 

underscore the trickster's dual role as a disruptor and mediator, emphasizing the complexity of power dynamics, identity, and 

adaptation. 

The tension between old and new gods in American Gods exemplifies the archetype’s adaptability in navigating cultural change. 

Mr. Wednesday's manipulative strategies to regain relevance reflect the trickster’s ability to adapt and survive in changing 

landscapes. His alliances, betrayals, and cunning schemes drive the narrative, showcasing how the trickster operates at the 

intersection of chaos and order. Mr. Nancy’s role in Anansi Boys, meanwhile, highlights the archetype’s familial and generational 
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dimensions. Through his influence on his sons, he illustrates how the trickster facilitates self-discovery and transformation, 

challenging societal and personal limitations. 

Postcolonial theory offers significant insights into the cultural dimensions of these characters. Anansi’s African origins and Mr. 

Nancy’s portrayal in Anansi Boys serve as acts of cultural reclamation. They symbolize the survival and resilience of marginalized 

narratives, using humor and wit to critique colonial legacies and assert agency. By bringing Anansi into a contemporary setting, 

Gaiman bridges the gap between ancient traditions and modern storytelling, offering a powerful commentary on cultural 

continuity and evolution. The idea of tricksters as cultural survivors is particularly relevant to Anansi’s diasporic journey. From 

his African origins to his reinterpretation in Caribbean and African-American folklore, Anansi represents the resilience of 

marginalized identities. In Gaiman’s works, Mr. Nancy’s wit and charm echo this legacy, symbolizing both individual agency 

and collective resistance. His character serves as a medium through which postcolonial themes emerge, addressing cultural 

displacement and the preservation of tradition in an evolving, globalized world. 

Furthermore, the trickster archetype’s narrative function is as dynamic as its thematic resonance. As seen in Gaiman’s storytelling, 

the trickster destabilizes linear structures, weaving a fabric of ambiguity that mirrors their own elusive nature. Mr. Nancy’s 

playful interventions often disrupt conventional storytelling, much like Anansi’s historical role in folklore, where stories 

themselves were his tool for survival. This interplay between structure and subversion underscores the trickster’s role as a literary 

innovator, challenging audiences to embrace complexity and reimagined boundaries. 

Gaiman’s portrayal of the trickster also engages with contemporary psychological and sociocultural dynamics. For instance, Mr. 

Nancy’s influence on his sons in Anansi Boys reveals the archetype’s potential to facilitate self-discovery and reconciliation. By 

confronting their father’s duality—both as a benevolent storyteller and a cunning manipulator—Fat Charlie and Spider embody 

the archetype’s transformative power on personal and generational levels. Such depictions highlight how the trickster archetype 

not only reflects cultural narratives but also acts as a catalyst for individual and collective growth. 

In summation, Neil Gaiman’s use of the trickster archetype weaves together its mythological roots, psychological depth, and 

cultural significance. Through characters like Mr. Nancy and Mr. Wednesday, the archetype transcends traditional confines, 

reimagining the trickster as a figure capable of navigating the complexities of modernity while honoring its timeless essence. 

This multidimensional portrayal reaffirms the enduring relevance of the trickster in both literature and life. 

Key Elements 

a. Universal Traits of the Trickster  

The "trickster" mythology figure in North American indigenous cultures has been of interest for many years. This paradoxical 

and complex figure is often prominent in the storytelling and spiritual lore of many cultures. In 1885, Daniel Brinton was one of 

the first scholars to use the term "trickster" to describe some of the Algonquian gods. He mainly focused on their cunning and 

malicious natures. Brinton posited that these tricksters were a perversion of the "Great God of Light," associating them in 

etymology with the Algonquian word for "light" and the "white rabbit." This earlier work provided a base for later studies about 

the cultural and symbolic uses of the trickster. Franz Boas developed this concept by insisting on its prevalence throughout North 

American cultures. He introduced the concept of the "trickster complex," which encapsulates the figure's contradictory roles as 

a creator, transformer, and mischievous entity.  

Tricksters embody ambivalence, simultaneously functioning as creators and destroyers, benefactors and rogues. They often serve 

as mediators between realms, bridging the human and divine, life and death, and order and chaos. This paradoxical nature 

challenges straightforward interpretation and situates the trickster as a dynamic force in mythology. The trickster archetype cuts 

across the myriads of mythologies, folklores, and storytelling traditions of multiple cultures. From their cultural antecedents 

apart, tricksters share a bedrock of cross-cultural common denominators: that is, wit, ingenuity, and the ability to push boundaries. 
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Duality figures that are agents of chaos and creation, selfishness and generosity, mischief and insight - their ambiguous morality 

and penchant for subverting authority make them infinitely fascinating and richly symbolic. 

 Loki is the trickster from Norse mythology, known for being a god and a nemesis to the gods of Asgard. He is a perfect example 

of the trickster's duality. His cleverness is how he makes the great hammer of Thor, Mjolnir, something without which the gods 

cannot exist. However, his nature to be mischievous and then to betray leads towards the coming of Ragnarok: the end as 

prophesied to occur for the gods. He embodies the spirit of the trickster, for being a both help and hindrance. Similarly, Anansi 

the spider from West African folklore exemplifies the archetype's cleverness and subversive power. Often outsmarting stronger 

opponents through wit, Anansi’s tales have travelled across continents, resonating as symbols of resilience and cunning. In the 

Caribbean and Americas, Anansi became a beacon of hope and defiance during the transatlantic slave trade, where his exploits 

symbolized the triumph of intellect over oppression. Hermes is quintessentially Greek and a trickster god who as a baby, stole 

away Apollo's cattle and later redeems himself when he invents the lyre, which he offered to Apollo. In this deed, he has proved 

not just the cunning but has highlighted the immoral aspects of a trickster-he was neither quite good nor downright evil. Such 

figures stay in that neutral territory of between good and bad, and this is an area again to mimic human complexities. The tricksters 

often find ways around society's norms. Hypocrisy and society that refuses to acknowledge truths it cannot bear is often what 

motivates them. They test rules and systems to question structures of civilization. While tricksters' stories alone speak volumes 

about the character, it is through tricksters that societies are stirred.  

 

b. The Trickster in Modern Fiction: Rebellion, Transformation, and Moral Ambiguity 

The trickster has been a standard character in tales for centuries, originating in the myths and legends of ancient cultures. He 

continues to thrive in modern fiction, but in a contemporary context that gives way to the same essence: rebellion, transformation, 

and moral ambiguity. Such characters in the Marvel Cinematic Universe include Loki, A Midsummer Night's Dream includes 

Puck, and Neil Gaiman's American Gods contains Mr. Nancy as examples of archetypal characters who break the mold, challenge 

society, provoke change, and encapsulate the complexity of human nature. Their comparison in literature and media will help 

explain why a trickster is an unrelenting figure representing chaos and renewal. The trickster is a rebellious figure; he is the 

quintessence of the rebellious man, using his wits, cunning, and subversion to overthrow the established authority and societal 

norms. They feed off disobedience and often reveal the weaknesses and hypocrisies of established power structures. Their 

rebellious nature makes them feared and admired because they represent the human desire to break free from the constraints of 

life and question the status quo. In modern fiction, one of the best examples of a rebellious nature is Loki. Having been the God 

of Mischief, he tends to defy expectation in everything, both events and individuals. Through plots to dethrone Odin in order to 

establish himself in the realm of power in Asgard, he presents an individual with remarkable ambition and even cunning.  

The rebellion of Loki is not so self-centred; instead, the situations reveal a lot about the vulnerabilities of those in power and the 

dynamics of familial relationships. His confused identity, that is both a prince of Asgard and a Frost Giant, would add much 

complexity to his rebellion. The protagonist of American Gods introduces a modern-day Anansi-the spider god from West Africa-

as a rebellious trickster, Mr. Nancy, who brings back toward more significant levels the waning powers of old gods by sheer 

charm and wit, not only overriding his enemies but even his own allies. He stands for, as a disruptor, his resistance to the pressure 

of conformity by modern society and its demand to be bound within societal norms. While rebellion is their defining 

characteristic, the trickster is also transformative.  

 

c. Tricksters of Neil Gaiman  

One quintessential story highlights Anansi’s dual nature. In his quest to gather all the world’s wisdom into a pot, Anansi initially 

plans to keep it for himself. However, he fumbles and spills the wisdom, scattering it across the earth. This tale encapsulates the 

paradox of the trickster: selfish in intent but ultimately contributing to the greater good. Anansi’s stories not only entertain but 

also explore societal hierarchies and moral complexities. By challenging traditional power structures and questioning authority, 

Anansi empowers the weak to navigate oppressive systems, making his tales as culturally significant as they are engaging. 

It was in the transatlantic slave trade that the stories of Anansi played an important role, making them become strong symbols of 

resistance and survival for enslaved Africans. In the Caribbean and the Americas, Anansi became a metaphor for resilience, 
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teaching that cunning and creativity could overcome even the harshest circumstances. In the Caribbean, Anansi’s tales evolved 

to reflect the struggles of diasporic communities. Characters like "Nancy" and Br'er Rabbit in the Southern United States retained 

the essence of Anansi’s cunning and humor, offering a means to critique oppressive systems through allegory. These adaptations 

highlight the universality and adaptability of the trickster archetype, which continues to inspire generations across cultures. 

It has become clear that the transformation of Anansi into a symbol of cultural preservation and resistance underscores his 

ongoing relevance. He adapts himself to new contexts but retains the core traits of the character and becomes a global figure of 

empowerment and ingenuity. In Anansi Boys, Neil Gaiman takes the trickster into the world of the living, revisioning Anansi as 

the charismatic and playful father Mr. Nancy, whose life and legacy mold his sons: Charles "Fat Charlie" Nancy and Spider.  

Gaiman skillfully entwines folkloric attributes of Anansi into a contemporary story, telling about identity, family, and the 

complexities of inheritance. Mr. Nancy is the archetypal trickster: he is charming, irreverent, and resourceful. Yet in Gaiman's 

hands, the character takes on further depth, as he explores his role as a father. His big personality casts a long shadow over his 

sons, who are forced to confront its legacy in different ways. Fat Charlie, strait laced and by-the-book, finds his father's flashy 

ways to be a point of shame. Spider, however, embodies the trickster qualities and lives life with wit and playfulness. The 

difference between the brothers establishes the dual nature of the trickster figure and creates the premise for a journey of self-

discovery and reconciliation.  

The portrayal of Anansi in Gaiman's work reflects the duality of the trickster archetype: both creative and destructive. Mr. Nancy's 

activities, though always disruptive, often challenge the societal norms and incite change. This duality is reflected in the dynamic 

between Charlie and Spider, who embody opposing aspects of the trickster's character. Spider’s charm and spontaneity make him 

a natural embodiment of Anansi’s qualities, yet his actions frequently result in conflict. Charlie, in contrast, begins the story as 

cautious and passive, but his journey allows him to uncover his own resourcefulness and courage. This evolution highlights the 

transformative nature of the trickster archetype, which encourages individuals to embrace their strengths and flaws.  

Neil Gaiman's American Gods is a complex exploration of the interplay between myth and modernity. It focuses power dynamics 

between old and new deities in an evolving cultural landscape, setting against a backdrop the characters of Shadow Moon and 

Mr. Wednesday at the novel's core. These two contrasts in aspects of deception reflect even wider themes of identity, belief, and 

control in a world dominated by illusion. Shadow's journey of self-discovery comes to be as he unravels layers of deception, 

while Mr. Wednesday is actually Odin in disguise, embodying strategic manipulation for survival and power. Through the 

developing relationship, Gaiman has created a meditation on the ways in which deception shapes perception, agency, and cultural 

continuity.  

Deception in American Gods is present in three main dimensions: personal identity, divine machinations, and societal constructs. 

Shadow Moon, freshly released from prison and mourning the loss of his wife, Laura, enters Wednesday's world of gods and 

deception without understanding how he fits into that world. His trip compels him to challenge his view of reality, detailing how 

one's belief correlates to the way one views the world. In contrast, Mr. Wednesday feeds on lies, using charm, compulsion, and 

clever guile to shape events for his gain. As the Norse god Odin, he survives by staging belief and creating a war between the old 

and new gods for the sustenance of continued relevance. Some of the important themes that can be extracted from Hrólfsson's 

analysis of Baudrillard's hyperreality—where reality is replaced by illusion—are evident in Wednesday's actions in fabricating 

conflict to hold power. Some of the key moments that justify these themes include: The "Hanging Tree" scene is one of the most 

pivotal developments in Shadow. It shows a transformation of an initially passive pawn into an actively deceptive player; his 

symbolic death and rebirth underlie the theme of the construction of identity through belief and illusion in Gaiman. For instance, 

Shadow's interactions with Mr. Nancy and Czernobog show how transactional faith is the nature of religion—gods need belief, 

and belief confers meaning from myths for man. Another key moment occurs when Shadow is in Lakeside, a small town with a 

facade of being idyllic but hiding the dark realities, including the ritual sacrifices demanded by the old gods to maintain their 

presence.  

The outside charm of Lakeside belies the truth beneath, supporting the idea that deception occurs not only at an individual level 

but also at a collective social level. Gaiman postulates that communities, like individuals, create narratives to hide unpleasant 

truths, a theme that reverberates throughout the novel. A critical component of American Gods is its ethical exploration through 

deception. Overall, the ethical implication of Mr. Wednesday's actions, although strategic, highlights the magnitude of such moral 
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consequences to raise the question of whether deception can ever be used to justify some perceived form of good for a greater 

cause. Manipulating Shadow and other gods uncovers the gray areas of ethics in the quest for power and survival. Gaiman brings 

out a world where deception is a necessity for existence but also shows its corrosive effects—betrayal, disillusionment, and 

existential crisis. 

 

Conclusion 

For a long time, the trickster archetype has been seen as a prominent figure in mythology, folklore, and literature, which represent 

a power that works at the liminal space between chaos and order, heroism and villainy, reality and illusion. Developed across the 

cultures of the world while retaining basic elements like deception, transformation, and rebellion, the trickster has deep roots 

within global traditions. Neil Gaiman's American Gods and Anansi Boys are contemporary re-interpretations of this archaic 

character, where he makes remarks on belief systems, power structures, and identity construction in an ever-changing world. 

Tricksters are agents of disruption but also agents of transformation. Often, they can be placed outside the conventional moral 

framework and are both creation and destruction, mischief and wisdom. Loki and Puck, the Joker are, in a way, different faces 

of the modern trickster: challenging norms, creating disorder, and forcing society to question its assumptions. 

Mr. Nancy and Mr. Wednesday are two sides of the trickster in American Gods. Mr. Nancy makes use of charm and wit, whereas 

Mr. Wednesday uses lies and manipulation in order to gain his way. Shadow Moon is initially a witness who turns out to be an 

apprentice trickster who learns the use of illusion as a weapon. His transformation—in particular, within the "Hanging Tree" 

sequence—speaks to how tricksters move between liminal spaces and take others there for a moment of self-realization through 

deceit. 

The interest that tricksters draw from us arises from their problematic morality. Their contradictory natures are so fundamental 

to the complexity of human character that they defy simple classification. American Gods takes the issue of deception as an 

ethical dilemma to explain how the manipulations by Mr. Wednesday bring both the characters and readers to question loyalty, 

power, and agency. It seems that he does it solely for his own benefit, yet it unmasks the vulnerability of belief systems and the 

arbitrary nature of social structures. Psychologically, the trickster represents the unconscious forces that challenge established 

norms. This concept means the trickster is essentially what a man proudly repressed with his denied and suppressed desires or 

instincts projected and developed on them: A kind of a shadow self; defined by Carl Jung. 

But this is ultimately where the power of the trickster lies-to provoke thought. With its blur between truth and illusion, chaos and 

order, past and present, it recalls us to a fundamental fact of human existence: change is certain perhaps even inescapable-and 

yet necessary, too. It is indispensable now, within the reality system more and more articulated by ever-shifting narratives, 

competing belief systems, to carry on the kind of guidance this trickster represents-not of facile answers, but of embracing 

existence in all its complexity. 

Through wit, through cunning, and moral ambiguity, tricksters continue to mold literature and culture. And so, their legacy lives 

on—the ancient myths, modern novels, emerging digital narratives, and the trickster at the very heart of storytelling, forever 

questioning, forever transforming, reminding us always of the power of deception, reinvention, and resilience. 
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