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Abstract. This study examines Barney Stinson's narrative arc and redemption
in How I Met Your Mother (2005-2014), analyzing his deconstruction as a
comic antihero across all 208 episodes through a qualitative, longitudinal trian-
gulation of Bal's narratology, Greimas's actantial scheme, Galan Fajardo's char-
acterization model, and Garcia-Muifioz & Fedele's conflict matrix. Three evolu-
tionary phases are identified —Establishment of the Mask, Deconstruction and
Breakdown, and Resolution and Ethical Maturity— documenting a shift from
performative hedonism toward moral growth, evidenced by the "self-
acceptance" conflict moving from 70% to 60% internally resolved by the finale.
Stinson's redemption is a deliberate structural construction in which selfless fa-
therhood operates as the ultimate transformative force, reflecting the evolution
of masculinities in contemporary fiction.

Keywords: Complex television - Comic antihero - Actantial analysis - Mascu-
linities - Sitcom - Narrative redemption.

1 Introduction

The comic antihero has become one of the most fertile spaces for the cultural negotia-
tion of contemporary masculinities, especially when the serialized format documents
their transformation across hundreds of hours of narrative. The situation comedy,
historically tied to the logic of episodic reset, has migrated toward complex television,
where cumulative seriality confronts traditional narrative immobility and elevates
certain productions to the status of prestige comedy [1] [2] [3]. Streaming and the
binge-watching habit have further reconfigured the relationship between narrative and
audience, letting viewers recognize patterns of evolution that weekly broadcasting
blurred [4].

How I Met Your Mother [5], a sitcom following the romantic and comedic tribula-
tions of Ted Mosby and his tight-knit group of friends in New York City, embodies
this paradigm through a retrospective frame narrative told from 2030. To make the
underlying narrative mechanics accessible, the present study employs structural semi-
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otics not merely as abstract theory, but as a practical lens; for instance, the actantial
scheme acts simply as a map identifying who drives the action (the sender), what they
desire (the object), and what forces facilitate or obstruct their path (helpers and oppo-
nents). Its homodiegetic architecture enables the deconstruction of the antihero
through the fragmentation of memory [6] [7]. Within it, Barney Stinson stands as the
central case: an actant who moves from the mask of the hedonistic seducer that con-
ceals his vulnerability [8] [9] toward an ethical redemption whose cultural reach is
amplified by transmedia dynamics that extend the fiction beyond the screen [10] [11]
[12][13].

Academic interest in the antihero has grown steadily because this archetype acti-
vates a productive tension between the spectator's ethical values and narrative pleas-
ure, through processes of moral disengagement that audiences manage in sophisticat-
ed ways [14] [15] [16]. In the comic register this ambivalence is especially decisive,
since humor reinterprets transgressive conduct without morally cancelling it, generat-
ing affective identification with morally ambiguous characters [17] [18]. Stinson thus
embodies a performative, vulnerable masculinity whose corporate clothing works as
an aesthetic shield against affective voids of traumatic origin [19] [20], a mechanism
recent literature links to the decline of hegemonic masculinity in contemporary fiction
[21] [22]. Complementarily, forensic fandom communities have deepened the moral
scrutiny of these characters in digital environments, widening the interpretive reach of
their evolution [23] [24] [25].

That said, despite the abundance of studies on the architecture of contemporary
comedy and on masculinity as a cultural problem, the available literature suffers from
a specific gap: the absence of longitudinal approaches that articulate, through system-
atic and replicable instruments, the functional development of the antihero with his
moral redemption throughout a complete serialized corpus. Existing investigations
tend to address masculinity and character design from theoretical frameworks without
exhaustive empirical application, or analyze isolated episodes or seasons that do not
allow capturing the cumulative transformation of the actant [26] [27]. This research
seeks to cover such a gap through the systematic analysis of the 208 episodes of How
1 Met Your Mother, articulating a methodological triangulation that combines narra-
tology, structural semiotics and content analysis [28] [29]. The research problem
guiding the study is formulated as follows: How do actantial evolution and the trans-
formation of characterization dimensions configure the redemption process of the
character throughout the nine seasons of the corpus?

2 Methodology

The evolutionary complexity of the subject requires a qualitative, descriptive and
longitudinal design, an indispensable condition for documenting profound transfor-
mations in a long-duration serialized narrative [30]. It rests on content analysis as a
structuring technique, since this guarantees a systematic, replicable examination of
audiovisual messages and yields valid inferences about discourse through the identifi-
cation of specific recording units [29] [31].
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2.1  Corpus and Units of Analysis

The universe of study is the complete series How I Met Your Mother (2005-2014):
208 episodes across nine seasons. The sampling unit is the complete corpus; the con-
text unit is delimited by a tripartite segmentation of the character's arc —
Establishment of the Mask (S1-S4), Deconstruction and Breakdown (S5-S7), and
Resolution and Ethical Maturity (S8—S9)—; and the recording unit comprises scenes,
dialogues and paratextual audiovisual resources. This segmentation preserves analyti-
cal consistency and the reproducibility of the findings across the corpus [29] [31]

2.2 Narratological Framework.

Given the non-linear architecture of the series, the work takes as its central axis
Bal's tripartite division of narratological strata [28]. The fabula is the chronological
substratum of the diegesis and reconstructs the subject's full life arc, from the trauma
of paternal abandonment and his youthful activism to his turn into the seducer arche-
type and his later redemption. The story is the organization of that material through a
homodiegetic focalization set in 2030, a retrospective bias that injects subjectivity and
hyperbole into memory and forms a critical level of mediation for the character's de-
construction The fext is the semiotic surface where the story materializes across the
208 episodes, where corporate clothing, gesture and the breaking of the fourth wall
function as analyzable signs; here, extended diegetic objects such as the Bro Code and
the Playbook transcend the screen and consolidate the character's transmedia dimen-
sion [32].

2.3 Analytical Instruments and Validity

Internal validity rests on a triangulation of three complementary instruments. The
first, Galan Fajardo's audiovisual characterization model [26], decomposes the charac-
ter into physical, psychological and sociological dimensions and records the transition
from a defensive prosopography of external appearance toward a vulnerable ethopoe-
ia defined by the maturation of intimate conflicts. The second, Greimas's actantial
scheme [27], is applied dynamically to trace the displacement of the object of desire
and the reconfiguration of senders, helpers and opponents across the nine seasons,
determining whether the actant's evolution responds to a structural transformation of
his narrative drives or to a fortuitous resolution of the script [33]. The third, Garcia-
Muiioz and Fedele's matrix of conflict correlation by theme [33], quantifies the rela-
tionship between the dominant thematic axes (friendship, love, family problems, sex,
self-acceptance, professional expectations and discrimination) and the internal, social
or contextual tensions of each phase. Together they enhance the impartiality of the
findings, reduce interpretive bias and make the design replicable in future research on
complex television narratives [30].

A rigorous coding procedure was applied to generate the quantitative measures
presented in Table 2. Each episode's central Barney-focused storyline was categorized
by assigning it a dominant thematic axis and a primary conflict type (Interior, Social,
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or Contextual) based on the character's core motivation in that specific plot. The re-
sulting percentages reflect the proportional frequency of these coded occurrences
within each evolutionary phase, offering a quantified complement to the qualitative
narrative progression.

3 Results

The systematic analysis of the nine seasons of How I Met Your Mother (2005-2014)
allows documenting the metamorphosis of the subject of study through the triangula-
tion of the three described instruments over three differentiated evolutionary phases.
The findings constitute empirical evidence of the actant's transition from a functional
arche-type of hedonism toward a resolved ethical complexity, validating the redemp-
tion process through the longitudinal observation of his conduct and narrative envi-
ronment across the 208 episodes of the corpus.

3.1  Phase I: Establishment of the Mask (Seasons 1-4)

During the first 88 episodes, the analysis at the level of the fabula records a subject
whose identity appears shielded against any deep ethical conflict: a functional arche-
type of hedonism whose main goal is external validation through performative suc-
cess. At the level of the story, the narrator's homodiegetic focalization adds complexi-
ty, using hyperbole and comicality to present him not as a three-dimensional individ-
ual but as a representation of invulnerability sustained by the narrative architecture
itself.

The characterization model shows the physical dimension dominating identity in
this period. The uninterrupted corporate suit operates as a defensive prosopography
that nullifies any perception of emotional fragility, projecting an aesthetic of success
and power in both his work environment —the executive rank at Goliath National
Bank—and his affective interactions. It is complemented by diegetic artifacts such as
the Play-book, a seduction manual exhibited as a tool of social validation that also
functions as a hedonistic mask [32]. The psychological dimension records a narcissis-
tic, archetypal hedonist with repressed internal conflicts and transitory, utilitarian
bonds; the sociological dimension shows him disconnected from his family origin and
confined to urban environments of consumption and socialization [26].

Under the prism of structural semiotics, this stretch is marked by an actantial or-
ganization that prioritizes the permanence of the archetype [27]. The subject pursues
an object of desire built on external recognition and performative efficacy, mobilized
by a sender governed by a markedly hedonistic value system. He recruits instrumental
helpers —the peer group and the defensive clothing— to neutralize the opponent, any
hint of emotional commitment or affective sensitivity, and acts as the final receiver of
the circuit: a closed configuration that, far from constituting a genuine program of
trans-formation, postpones any process of ethical redemption.

The thematic correlation matrix reinforces this diagnosis. Friendship and sex pre-
vail in the period, generating predominantly social and contextual tensions that keep
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the character in archetypal immobility [33]. With no deep internal contradiction, no
significant transformation can begin: the mask is, for now, the only active component
of his existence.

3.2 Phase II: Deconstruction and Breakdown (Seasons 5-7)

Across the 72 episodes of this period, the instruments record a structural crisis in
the subject's identity that transcends the comic surface. At the level of the fabula, the
search for the biological father is the catalyst of the breakdown: it fractures his socio-
logical dimension and triggers a psychological dimension laden with internal conflicts
hitherto absent from the longitudinal record [26]. The manic confidence of the previ-
ous stage gives way to anxiety and existential doubt, which the text level renders
through more restrained gestures and a close-up that emphasizes the emerging fragili-
ty.

The technical characterization shows a character in transition. The physical dimen-
sion keeps the suit as an identity marker but no longer as an impenetrable shield: mi-
cro-expressions of vulnerability dissolve the coherence of the initial archetype. The
psychological dimension records an unstable, melancholic, reflective temperament,
with objectives reoriented toward biological identity and affective belonging. On the
socio-logical plane, he attempts genuine monogamous bonds —with Robin and later
Nora—and is reunited with the paternal figure, opening the relational space hitherto
closed off [26].

From structural semiotics, this transition reconfigures the axis of desire, displacing
the object from hedonistic validation toward the need for affective belonging [27]. A
critical phenomenon emerges in the architecture of forces: the performative mask that
once served as a social helper now acts as an internal opponent sabotaging his at-
tempts at real bonding. This functional inversion shows the actant's defensive system
turning against his own redemption, producing a narrative paralysis in which the act-
antial roles remain in flux and are settled only through the exposure of the origin
traumas at the level of the story.

The matrix translates this inversion clearly: love and family problems gain ground,
markedly raising the share of interior conflict in the longitudinal record [33]. The shift
toward complex television consolidates when the narrative grants the audience access
to the subject's emotional deficiencies, humanizing the actant through a structure of
feelings that invalidates his former staticity and prepares the ethical resolution of the
arc.

3.3  Phase III: Resolution and Ethical Maturity (Seasons 8-9)

The final 48 episodes confirm the resolution of the arc through a radical change in
the actantial paradigm. At the level of the fabula, the social dimension reaches defini-
tive stability through a transcendent responsibility: selfless fatherhood. This redefines
his vital objectives and closes the internal-conflict variables tied to the trauma of
abandonment, letting him take on a present, devoted caregiver role. At the text stra-
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tum, the evolution translates visually into an organic gestural quality that replaces the
rigidity of the initial mask and reflects the character's new ethical ethopoeia [26].

The characterization model completes the diagnosis. The physical dimension is re-
defined as a vulnerable, expressive, emotionally accessible corporeality. The psycho-
logical dimension records a redeemed, balanced profile focused on another's well-
being, with internal conflicts resolved through the acceptance of his own vulnerabil-
ity. On the sociological plane, he consolidates definitive stability as a parent —a de-
voted single father of a daughter, Ellie— and reorganizes his spatial frameworks to
include the domestic and childcare environments absent in the previous phases [26].

From structural semiotics, the scheme of forces reaches its closing configuration
when the actant finally attains his object of redemption [27]. His daughter assumes
the role of absolute sender, granting a transcendent purpose that retroactively invali-
dates the archetype of the infallible seducer. Ethical maturity and the circle of social
support become structural helpers, while the remnants of the hedonistic mask are
reduced to a residual opponent. This shows the subject's maturity is not a fortuitous
script device but the result of a structural transformation in which ethical helpers de-
finitively displace the previous defensive system. Only at this point of closure does
the actantial program become fully constituted and legible, as Figure 1 synthesizes.

Sender: Selfless fatherhood Object: Ethical redemption Receiver: The redeemed
(Ellie) and emotional stability subject and his offspring

Helper: Ethical maturity and Opponent: Remnants of the
social support circle Subject: hedonistic mask

Barney Stinson
Fig. 1. Actantial configuration at the resolution of the arc (Phase III), in which selfless father-
hood operates as the absolute sender that retroactively reconfigures the actantial architecture,
after Greimas's model.

The correlation matrix ratifies this transition. Self-acceptance becomes the central
theme of the denouement, resolving the interior conflicts through morally responsible
conduct and shifting the narrative weight from external validation toward affective
integrity [33]. At the level of the story, the narrator's retrospective account culminates
the process by validating the subject not as comic relief but as an ethically complex
actant, whose transformation shows that redemption in complex television can be a
verifiable structural finding rather than a mere script device.

To synthesize the three phases comparatively, Tables 1 and 2 articulate the dimen-
sions of character characterization and the longitudinal distribution of the thematic
conflicts, offering a panoramic view of the transition from the hedonistic mask toward
ethical maturity.
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Table 1. Comparative characterization of the character across the three evolutionary phases.

Dimension

Phase I: Mask (S1-S4)

Phase II: Breakdown (S5-S7)

Phase III: Resolution (S8-S9)

Physical appearance

Personality and
temperament

Vital objectives

Internal conflicts

Relational stability
and marital status

Family sphere
Spatial framework

External conflicts

Suit as shield; aesthetic
of power

Narcissistic hedonist;
sanguine, outward-
oriented

External validation;
social status
Repressed; no manifest
vulnerability
Transitory, utilitarian
bonds; single
Disconnected from
origin; no offspring
Urban consumption
and socialization
Social competition for
dominance

Suit retained; micro-expressions of

vulnerability
Narcissism in deconstruction;
unstable, melancholic, reflective

Biological identity; affective be-
longing

Identity crisis; abandonment
trauma

Monogamous attempts (Robin,
Nora); in transition

Reunion with paternal figure; no
offspring

Urban, domestic and family-
confrontation

Previous lifestyle vs. affective
demands

Vulnerable, expressive corpo-
reality

Redeemed, balanced; focused
on another's well-being

Selfless care; resolved paternal
identity

Resolved by accepting vulner-
ability

Stable parental role; devoted
single father

Father of one daughter (Ellie)

Urban, domestic and childcare

Parenting; preserving the ethi-
cal paradigm

Note. Own elaboration based on Galan Fajardo [26]. Invariant dimensions (age, sex, nationali-

ty, professional sphere) are omitted as longitudinally non-evolving.

Table 2. Dominant type of conflict by theme in each evolutionary phase.

Plot theme Phase I (S1-S4) Phase II (S5-S7) Phase I1I (S8-S9)
Friendship Social (35%) Social (20%) Social (10%)

Love Social (10%) Social (40%) Interior / Social (15%)
Family problems Absent (0%) Interior (45%) Social (45%)

Sex Social (40%) Undifferentiated (5%)  Undifferentiated (5%)
Self-acceptance Interior (70%) Contextual (25%) Interior (60%)
Professional expectations Contextual (25%) Contextual (30%) Contextual (60%)

Discrimination

Undifferentiated (5%)

Contextual (5%)

Undifferentiated (5%)

Note. Own elaboration based on Garcia-Muiloz and Fedele [33]. Each cell gives the predomi-
nant conflict type (Interior, Social or Contextual) and its percentage within the phase; "Undif-
ferentiated" marks an even spread across the three types.

4 Discussion and Conclusions

The longitudinal analysis establishes that Barney Stinson's redemption is neither a
superficial narrative device nor a fortuitous twist, but the product of a methodical
dismantling of the antihero archetype within complex television. From a narratologi-
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cal perspective, the transition from the hedonistic mask toward ethical integrity
emerges from a deliberate intervention of the story level over the fabula level [28].
Where the progressive dissolution of the narrator's subjectivity allowed the psycho-
logical dimension to legitimize his ethical evolution, confirming that three-
dimensionality in serialized narrative results from a cumulative functional construc-
tion [34].

From structural semiotics, the key lies in the displacement of the object of desire
[27]: fatherhood emerges as the absolute sender of the closure, retroactively nullifying
prior hedonistic behavior and framing the arc as ethical revaluation and moral respon-
sibility [18], while demonstrating that sitcom design can migrate from entertainment
toward altruistic ends by softening antisocial traits through the audience's bond with
moral ambiguity [17] [14] [16] — a scrutiny reinforced by forensic fandom communi-
ties [23] [24].

Moreover, Stinson's trajectory prompts a necessary reflection on the sociological
conditions that grant him redemption. Contemporary audiences, buffered by the com-
ic register, forgive the antihero because humor neutralizes the immediate ethical
threat of his transgressions. However, this redemption reveals a profound ambiguity
regarding modern masculinities. On one hand, Barney's evolution subverts the toxic,
hegemonic masculinity of his past [21] [22] by forcing him to embrace emotional
vulnerability; on the other hand, his ultimate stabilization relies heavily on traditional
patriarchal tropes—specifically, the arrival of fatherhood. It is worthwhile to
acknowledge this tension, as it suggests that prestige television often reaffirms con-
ventional narratives of manhood and maturity even while pretending to deconstruct
them, making this comic register uniquely revealing when set against the moral gravi-
ty of dramatic antiheroes such as those analyzed by Lyons [15].

The characterization model confirms that humanization is linked to the abandon-
ment of physical invulnerability the suit ceases to be a prosopographic shield and be-
comes the visible mirror of a vulnerable ethopoeia. The conflict matrix empirically
reinforces this: "self-acceptance" moves from 70% interior in Phase I to 25% contex-
tual in Phase II and 60% interior resolved in Phase III; "family problems" rise from
0% to 45% interior in the breakdown and shift to 45% social in resolution, confront-
ing the notion that sitcom protagonists must remain unalterable [33], and positioning
Stinson as an emblem of the transformation of contemporary masculinities [19] [21]
[20] [22] [8] [9]-

Finally, while the actantial schema convincingly resolves Stinson's arc by identify-
ing fatherhood as the absolute sender, this structuralist reading inevitably clashes with
the plurality of meanings generated by the audience. The series finale was highly
controversial, with viewers often rejecting the abrupt dismantling of his character
development prior to his daughter's birth, a friction consistent with the moral scrutiny
documented within forensic fandom communities [24] [25]. Acknowledging this ten-
sion highlights the limits of rigid narratological models when confronted with the
dynamic, unpredictable reception of modern audiences, where the text's meaning
extends far beyond orthodox Greimasian structures.

On the theoretical plane, the work proposes that the value of a contemporary audio-
visual production lies in the density of the intimate crises its central figures undergo,
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beyond the spectacle of their plots. On the practical plane, it offers a reproducible
scheme for modern screenwriting, showing the potential of seriality to guide the tran-
sition from merely functional archetypes toward three-dimensional ethical complexi-
ty, the tendency that defines contemporary prestige comedy [1] [3]. The study's limi-
tations should be acknowledged: a single case under a subjective narrative frame-
work, which could condition the generalization of the results to other television con-
texts. Even so, its validity remains solid, grounded in exhaustive longitudinal observa-
tion of the complete corpus and rigorous methodological triangulation [29] [30].

Future research could transfer this scheme to comparative studies with other anti-
heroes of the genre — the protagonists of The Sopranos, Breaking Bad or Better Call
Saul [15] — or deepen the reception of these evolutions within forensic fandom
communities, where the audience acts as an additional interpretive instance [25]. The
transmedia dynamics that extend the fiction beyond the screen are another fertile line
[10] [12] [7]. In sum, the redemption of the comic antihero is academically demon-
strable through the intersection of functional deconstruction and semiotic tactics;
fatherhood operates as an absolute sender that retroactively reconfigures the entire
actantial architecture; and contemporary comedy, far from a minor genre, consoli-
dates as a privileged territory of cultural negotiation and ethical revision of the human
condition.
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