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      Introduction

      
         
         Stephen King—Fast Food or Five Star?

         
      

      
      Stephen King began his writing career in a most humble fashion, writing short stories
         for men’s skin magazines that paid him modest checks, which, along with his day job,
         barely paid the bills. His dream, of course, was to publish novels, but in the 1970s,
         when the horror genre consisted of just a handful of books, it seemed impossible to
         imagine that the author of fiction published in Cavalier and Adam would one day be one of the world’s top-selling authors, a brand name in his own
         right. Possibly even more difficult to believe would be the fact that King, who once
         described his own work as “the literary equivalent of a Big Mac and fries” (Different Seasons 506), would find his fiction written about and discussed by professors like me with
         alphabet soup after their names. I find it doubtful that King himself could have imagined
         receiving awards from the National Book Foundation and from the president of the United
         States, let alone be selected to guest edit The Best American Short Stories 2007. 
      

      
      Admittedly, King is not embraced by all, or even most literary scholars. However,
         despite his self-deprecation, “Bestsellasaurus Rex” (Beahm 7), King has come a long
         way since he received his first check for Carrie, a manuscript that his wife Tabitha rescued from the trash.
      

      
      Over the years, King’s critics have been harsh. Esteemed scholar and critic the late
         Harold Bloom accused King of the “Dumbing Down of American Letters” (“Dumbing”), claimed
         his books are “not literary at all” (“Afterword” 207), and that “the triumph of the
         genial King is a large emblem of the failures of American Education (“Introduction”
         2). Dwight Allen has recommended not reading King “unless you are maybe fifteen and
         have made it clear to your teachers and everybody else that you aren’t going to touch
         that literary ‘David Copperfield kind of crap’ with a ten-foot pole” (“My Stephen
         King Problem”). Noted horror critic S. T. Joshi writes that King “delivers a predictable
         effect on his readers, in the same manner as McDonald’s or Budweiser” (Unutterable Horror 626) and that “the great proportion of his work will, as with so many of the bestsellers
         of prior ages, lapse into oblivion with the passage of time” (632). 
      

      
      So, why have the critics been so severe and dismissive of an author who has, over
         a forty-year career, become an icon of popular culture? There are a number of reasons,
         some simple, and some more complex.
      

      
      First of all, Stephen King writes bestsellers and there is a pronounced critical bias
         on the part of scholars toward anything that appeals to the masses. As Darrell Schweitzer
         noted in 1985, “King seems to have pleased almost everyone except conventional mainstream
         literary critics, who are immediately suspicious of anything which isn’t theirs and
         which is successful” (Discovering Stephen King 5). And while book reviewers and the reading public in general have accepted and
         even embraced the validity of “pop culture,” the academy has been slow to catch up
         with this trend. As McAleer and Perry admit in the introduction to their 2014 anthology
         of criticism, “it is hard to not begin from a defensive standpoint when engaged in
         a sustained critical piece of scholarship that address King” (2). Part of this is
         a belief by many academics that scholars are the arbitrators of good taste (a topic
         I will address in more detail later) and that ordinary non-scholars need to be told
         what is best for them; scholars establish the literary canon and then feed it to students
         through the development of a curriculum of literature that is included in the accepted
         textbooks. In the past, this idea has had lamentable consequences in the dismissal
         and ignoring of female authors, authors of color, and other underrepresented peoples
         and cultures while instead privileging “dead white males” in school curriculums. My
         own public high school experience, for example, completely ignored the Harlem Renaissance,
         but favored Longfellow and Kipling. 
      

      
      The scorn for bestselling fiction means that a good number of educators and scholars
         don’t even read it, let alone teach it. In “Canon Construction Ahead,” Kelly Chandler
         cites a case of English teachers excluding King from the curriculum without even having
         read his works: “Refusing to read King seemed like a point of honor, a finger in the
         dike between popular culture and the classroom” (112). In her book Teaching Stephen King, Alissa Burger notes, “King has often been dismissed out of hand as just a genre
            writer and in this assessment his popularity has frequently been marshalled against
            him on the argument that fiction that appeals to the masses cannot be simultaneously
            literary” (3). Dwight Allen, a self-professed “snob,” admits that he refused to read
            King’s books, and had an aversion to horror fiction. His analysis of Stephen King
            as a writer is based on four novels that he reluctantly read; he never got around
            to reading what critics consider King’s best works, including “The Body,” The Green Mile, and Lisey’s Story, but bases much of his condemnation of King on his reading of Christine and The Girl Who Loved Tom Gordon, certainly not vintage Stephen King books. Though he claims to have read King with
            “an open mind,” I think that he doth protest too much, especially as he whines about
            the lack of sales of “literary” novels, the kind that he and his friends write—perhaps
            a bit of the green-eyed monster?

      
      Another reason King is eschewed by mainstream scholars is because he not only writes
         genre fiction, as has been alluded to in the critical distain of bestselling authors,
         but he writes horror, the worst form of genre fiction. As Bloom has said, “King .
         . . emerges from an American tradition one could regard as sub-literary: Poe and H.
         P. Lovecraft” (207). Of course, those who study horror fiction disagree with Bloom:
         “Horror literature is capable of expressing elements of the human condition in ways
         philosophical discourse often cannot,” says Jacob Held in his introduction to Stephen King and Philosophy (6).
      

      
      Perhaps the major reason that King has been either ignored or attacked by mainstream
         critics, though, lies in the nature of critical study itself. In virtually all schools
         and even most colleges, literature is taught using simplistic and outdated theories
         that privilege style over story. Thus, in most literature classes, students still
         use American New Criticism (which, ironically, dates back to I. A. Richards in 1929)
         as their main tool in analyzing literature. This method is easy to teach and assumes
         that there is a “meaning” in the text that must be meticulously pulled out. Students,
         therefore, duteously examine symbolism, theme, setting, characterization, etc., in
         order to find this hidden meaning and parrot it back to their teacher in a five-paragraph
         essay. 
      

      
      Academic critics privilege style over story, and thus favor stories with poetic language,
         stories that take the familiar and make it seem extraordinary, rather than speculative
         fiction, which makes the fantastic seem realistic. Dwight Allen, one of King’s harshest
         critics said, “among the things I hope for when I open a book of fiction is that each
         sentence I read will be right and true and beautiful, that the particular music of
         those sentences will bring me a pleasure I wouldn’t be able to find the exact equivalent
         of in another writer.” And, no, for the most part, King does not write the beautiful
         language Allen is looking for. His use of brand names, common language, slang, blue-collar
         characters, and focus on story over style has been harshly criticized by those seeking
         a poetic narrative. However, critics from various schools of thought have attacked
         this poetic ideal of American New Criticism, from Marxist critics such as György Lukács,
         who examine culture and ideology in narrative (17), to psycho-linguistic critics such
         as Michelle Scalise Sugiyama, who make a strong argument, based on neuroscience, that
         story and action determine a narrative’s success (183).
      

      
      As I have said earlier, old-school critics like Harold Bloom have set themselves up
         as the arbiters of good taste. Bloom, for example, has not only attacked contemporary
         popular authors (Stephen King, Anne Rice, and J. K. Rowling among others have been
         his targets), but believes that all literature has been merely a copy of a copy: “The
         great poets of the English Renaissance are not matched by their Enlightened descendants,
         and the whole tradition of the post-Enlightenment, which is Romanticism, shows a further
         decline in its Modernist and post-Modernist heirs” (“Anxiety” 1800). According to
         Bloom’s theory, then, every story is a copy of one made before it and, like a photocopy
         of a photocopy, after enough duplication, literature will be reduced to a blank page.
         Since the classics were written, each generation has watered down the last—hence,
         King and others are now “dumbing down” literature. The problems with this argument
         are many, but perhaps the most obvious is that Bloom, a psychoanalytic critic by his
         own definition, is working with Freudian theories that have been proven to be obsolete
         (Carroll, Joseph 37). Furthermore, this “dumbing down” of America is also untrue.
         As Boyd has noted, “despite complaints about the dumbing down of culture . . . no
         epidemic of intellectual obesity threatens us, and . . . IQ levels have risen with
         each decade since they were first measured” (“Evolutionary Theories” 154). Gottschall
         reminds us that “the novel is a young genre, but for a century, critics have been
         writing and rewriting its obituary” (177).
      

      
      Traditional criticism looks at literature in a way that does not favor genre writers
         like Stephen King, who place story above style. Many of these critics prefer artistry
         to story, and celebrate books that no one reads, perhaps for their snob appeal. In
         fact, it sometimes seems that modern poets and literary writers are writing for each
         other and not for readers at all. Gottschall sums it up well: “novelists who target
         highbrow readers shouldn’t complain when those are the only readers they get” (179).
         Many of these novels that the critics rave about contain little or no plot and subscribe
         to the Gertrude Stein philosophy of stories where “nothing much happens.” Says Gottschall,
         “nothing much happens, and aside from English professors, no one much wants to read
         them” (55). 
      

      
      A number of scholars also criticize postmodern theory as being overly political at
         the expense of narrative. According to Carroll, poststructuralism currently dominates
         the academy and, by blending deconstructionism, Freudianism, and Marxism, “in its
         political aspect . . . treats . . . normative intellectual, moral, and social structures
         within Western Culture as fraudulent and oppressive” (17). Thus, politics and culture
         become more important than the works themselves, and authors may be attacked on their
         beliefs rather than on the quality of their work, a situation that Lovecraft scholars
         are all too familiar with. Boyd says that there are more fruitful ways of looking
         at literature than “analyzing how ideology . . . determines narrative” (Origin 130), and while I believe that analyzing the culture in which a work was created
         is a useful tool both in understanding a narrative and in enlightening readers about
         society past and present, I do not think it should be the dominating factor in determining
         artistic merit.
      

      
      So, if the mainstream scholars have been so harsh, how do we account for Stephen King’s
         unparalleled popular success as a writer of horror fiction? Does King’s Constant Reader
         lack literary taste? The answer may lie not in the traditional realms of the literature
         departments of the academy, but in the fields of evolutionary psychology, linguistics,
         and neuroscience. According to the latest scholars working in these areas, story and
         narrative developed as a result of human evolution: storytelling as a trait has enabled
         Homo sapiens to be a more successful species. Storytelling is one of the oldest forms
         of art, and it has developed as an adaptive function (Sugiyama 177). According to
         Boyd:
      

      
         Narrative arises from the advantages of communication in social species. It benefits
            audiences, who can choose better what course of action to take on the basis of strategic
            information, and it benefits tellers, who earn credit in the social information exchange
            and gain in terms of attention and status. That combination of benefits, for the teller
            and the told, and the intensity of social monitoring in our species, explain why narrative
            has become so essential to human life. (Origin 176)
         

      

      This importance of story over style is King’s trademark and certainly explains his
         popular success as a best-selling author. “In fiction, the story value holds dominance
         over every other facet of the writer’s craft; characterization, theme, mood, none
         of these things is anything if the story is dull” King says in his foreword to Nighshift (xx). According to Lisa Cron, humans are “wired for story,” which means that “storytelling
         trumps beautiful writing every time” (20). Gottschall says that “we are, as a species,
         addicted to story” (xiv).
      

      
      Research into narrative shows that King is correct in putting story first. As Richard
         Gerrig noted in 1993, readers are “transported by a narrative by virtue of performing
         that narrative” (2). With new technology, MRI studies of the brain in 2009 have confirmed
         this idea. Using MRI studies of subjects reading stories, scientists from the Dynamic
         Cognition Laboratory at Washington University in St. Louis conclude that our brains
         simulate the action in the story, echoing it as we read. According to Nicole Speer,
         director of operations for the Intermountain Neuroimaging Consortium:
      

      
         Readers use perceptual and motor representations in the process of comprehending narrated
            activity, and these representations are dynamically updated at points where relevant
            aspects of the situation are changing. Readers understand a story by simulating the
            events in the story world and updating their simulation when features of that world
            change. (qtd. in Everding)
         

      

      In other words, readers’ brains are actually experiencing the actions of characters
            in a story “using brain regions that closely mirror those involved when people perform,
            imagine, or observe similar real-world activities” (Everding).

      
      Modern literary critics are now combining cognitive psychology, brain science, and
         linguistics in order to help understand literature. Linguists and psychologists believe
         that the ability to learn language is “a distinct piece of the biological makeup of
         our brains” (Pinker 4) and that “the seemingly infinite flexibility and open-endedness
         of language is one of the hallmarks of the human species” (Ramachandran 160). Boyd,
         Carroll, Gottschall, and others have taken this idea one step further to show that
         the ability to effectively tell and comprehend story and narrative is an evolutionary
         adaptation that has enabled humans to become the dominant species on the planet. “Fiction
         allows our brains to practice reacting to the kinds of challenges that are, and always
         were, most crucial to our success as a species” (Gottschall 67). Language and the
         ability to tell stories is what distinguishes humans from every other species. Evolutionist
         critics, therefore, are looking at stories from the perspective of the master storyteller
         who can captivate audiences with fiction, films, or even video games that rely on
         narrative. This Darwinian approach privileges story over style and can help us understand
         the power of Stephen King’s fiction. As Boyd explains, “an evolutionary approach .
         . . can show the problem situations of storytellers aiming to engage the attention
         of wide audiences” (Origin 389). 
      

      
      According to Joseph Carroll, “literature represents human motives and concerns, and
         it is written and read because it satisfies human needs” (107), and these motives
         and concerns can be thought of as “human universals.” In literature, these universals
         are most often expressed in themes of survival and adventure, power and personal success,
         and love and romance (109). Thus, “the function of narrative . . . would appear to
         be the representation of the problems humans encounter in their lives and the constraints
         individuals struggle against in their efforts to solve them” (Sugiyama186). Most of
         Stephen King’s fiction involves the instinct for survival; in some novels, such as
         The Stand and Cell, it is not just the survival of the individual, but the survival of the human species
         itself, a Darwinian “universal” if there ever was one. Characters in all of his books
         are not just confronted with normal, everyday problems, but struggle with extraordinary
         conflicts that represent life and death. “Stories allow us to simulate intense experiences
         without actually having to live through them,” says Cron. Alan Jacobs makes this point
         in his essay defending King:
      

      
         It is often said that such situations are unrealistic. This is incorrect; it conflates
            the unrealistic with the uncommon. People do confront such utterly decisive moments:
            A theater full of people in Aurora, Colorado confronted one quite recently, and some
            of them had only an instant to decide whether to save their own lives or protect the
            ones they loved. It doesn’t get any more real than that. We can argue about whether
            Stephen King writes this kind of story well; but what’s not really arguable, I think,
            is that such tales are worth writing and worth reading, even if beauty of language
            and subtlety of characterization get sacrificed along the way. Not all stories have
            to do the same things.
         

      

      A good story, claims Boyd, must hold a reader’s attention, “to attract and arouse
         an audience” (232), something that King certainly does well. Boyd acknowledges “the
         accomplishment of any storyteller who can secure an audience, wide or select, brief
         or enduring. There is nothing ‘mere’ about audience appeal” (Origin 253). As Brewer and Lichtenstein have demonstrated, readers preferred stories that
         produced suspense and/or surprise and judged those that did not produce these elements
         not to be stories at all (374–76). The evolutionary critics agree that character and
         plot are the essential elements to achieve this goal, and that successful stories
         keep the reader wondering what will happen next. Roland Barthes linguistically describes
         the creation of action and suspense in terms of semiotic codes—the action code and
         the hermeneutic code (19). It is the action of the story and the “what happens next”
         that keep readers turning the pages. “You can celebrate Finnegan’s Wake as an act of artistic revolt, but you can’t enjoy it as a story that takes you out
         of yourself and infects you with the need to know what happens next” (Gottschall 55).
         
      

      
      Because of the latest advances in neuroscience, writers and those who educate them
         are, in fact, using brain science to “reverse engineer” stories, a process that allows
         authors to connect with their readers on a cognitive level. The idea is to take a
         successful story, like The Godfather or a Stephen King horror story, and work backward from the cognitive effect it has
         on the reader—in King’s case, fear. This effect can be “hacked” and turned into a
         new, successful story, according to these writing professors. Angus Fletcher, a core
         faculty member at Project Narrative at Ohio State University, uses this method to
         reverse-engineer stories for film. Lisa Cron who teaches at UCLA is doing this for
         fiction.
      

      
      It should be obvious that Stephen King has mastered the secret of attracting and keeping
         audiences over a career that has spanned forty years and more book sales than we can
         reasonably count. I would venture to say that his critics would happily trade royalty
         checks with him, even if it meant being thought of as a “master of post-literate prose”
         (qtd. in Herron 22). Furthermore, despite condemnation of many mainstream academics,
         King is carving a name for himself as an author of some substance. Professors Tony
         Magistrale and Michael Collings have recognized King’s skill for decades, and others
         are beginning to appreciate the depth of his work as well. In her PhD dissertation,
         Jenifer Michelle D’Elia says that The Stand has “the depth expected of a serious literary work—themes, imagery, symbols, a certain
         ‘arresting strangeness’ and a resonation with readers . . . all the things a literary
         critic looks for. . . .” (149). Samuel Schuman, a literature professor at the University
         of North Carolina, posits that “King is a master of plot and setting; a skillful and
         self-conscious manipulator of the English language; a rather stern moralist; and a
         first-class creator of literary characters” (158).
      

      
      Not only has King’s works captivated millions, both with his fiction and film adaptations,
         but his works do exhibit more complexity than they are given credit for. He uses the
         popular novel to delve deeply into numerous important contemporary issues, including
         racism and the death penalty (The Green Mile), teenage suicide (End of Watch), and alcoholism (The Shining). According to Gottschall, “fiction seems to be more effective at changing beliefs
         than nonfiction, which is designed to persuade through argument and evidence” (150).
         King also explores a wide range of philosophical ideas in his fiction, such as Utilitarianism,
         Hindu philosophy, and the nature of evil (see Jacob Held). As a former English teacher,
         King references other authors in nearly all of his books.
      

      
      As critics begin to reexamine Stephen King’s books from the context of evolutionary
         literary theory, narratology, and cognitive psychology, all of which emphasize story,
         his fiction will be better understood and appreciated. Hoppenstand calls King “a consummate
         storyteller, perhaps the best storyteller of our era” (7). King, an avid reader himself,
         recognizes the delight that a good story can provide: “I want the ancient pleasure
         that probably goes back to the cave,” he says (“Best” xvii).
      

      
      In this study I will expand on my previous book, The Linguistics of Stephen King, and examine some of his works using a variety of critical methods based on both
         evolutionary and linguistic theories, since I strongly believe that no single critical
         method is comprehensive and capable of fully explaining and elucidating meaning from
         a literary work. Linguistics-based methods, which include semiotics, deconstructionism,
         and other postmodern ideas are useful in bringing certain themes to life in a literary
         work. Narratology and structuralist methods can expose narrative techniques and methods
         that show how a piece of fiction is organized, structured, and retains the attention
         of readers. Finally, Literary Darwinism, as it is currently labeled in the literature,
         can shed light on why certain stories are not only accepted by the reading public,
         but can, in fact, become part of the collective unconsciousness and enter the domain
         of lasting popular culture.
      

      
      At the risk of seeming overly self-important, I feel it necessary to adopt a new term
         for the critical method I will be using, since it does utilize and blend the often
         conflicting theories of postmodernism, which privileges language and style, and Literary
         Darwinism, which incorporates theories of evolution, anthropology, psychology, linguistics,
         narratology, and even neurolinguistics in an attempt to merge various disciples in
         an effort to achieve understanding from multiple perspectives. This idea of combining
         the disciplines of science and the humanities, was proposed by E. O. Wilson and termed
         Consilience: “the greatest enterprise of the mind has always been and always will be the attempted
         linkage of the sciences and humanities,” according to Wilson (8). I will use this
         method of combining methods from both science and the humanities, which I am calling
         Darwinist Hermeneutics, to examine Stephen King’s novels from diverse critical viewpoints,
         and will, where applicable, refer to their interconnectedness: it is well documented
         (Wiater, and others) that the Dark Tower series interconnects many (if not most) of
         King’s novels into the deliberate oxymoron of a single multiverse, with the tower
         representing the hub of a wheel that spokes out to the various novels, and, in fact
         tendrils many of them together in a web-like construction. 
      

      
      This work will be structured into four parts, each applying specific theories and
         techniques to the novels. Part I will discuss structural story archetypes of Joseph
         Campbell and Jung and how they relate to evolutionary theory. Part II will explore
         human universals, including altruism. Part III will explore affective emotions and
         how King’s work taps into our basic instinctual emotions in order to capture and hold
         his readers’ attention. Finally, part IV will consider King’s work in terms of the
         arts, including the realms of creativity and the imagination in general, and the specific
         roles of music and dancing, the visual arts, and storytelling from a Darwinian perspective.
      

      
      In my previous book, The Linguistics of Stephen King, I analyzed King’s fiction using an assortment of approaches derived from modern
         linguistic theory, including postmodern techniques like semiotics, deconstructionism,
         and Marxism, as well as more traditional approaches including structuralism and narratology.
         From this study I realized that multiple approaches allow the critic to look at different
         elements in a work of literature, and that a merger of these analyses gives richer
         meaning to a text. 
      

      
      Author E. O. Wilson has suggested an even broader approach, combining the seemingly
         contradictory disciplines of science and the humanities in order to read a deeper
         understanding of both literature and the world we live in. Joseph Carroll and others
         have successfully applied science and evolutionary theory to literature in their theory
         of “Literary Darwinism,” which has caused some controversy among postmodern critics,
         since this theory has been extremely critical of their ideas that language and texts
         can deconstruct all meaning. Since my goal is not to prove or disprove the validity
         of one theory over another, but to come to a better understanding of literature in
         general and the fiction of Stephen King in particular, I have employed a multifaceted
         approach in my study.
      

      
      I’ve termed my theory Darwinist Hermeneutics to reflect my use of both the science
         of evolutionary theory and a modern and post-modern close-reading of the text. I will
         avail myself of multiple theories, including narratology, semiotics, structuralism,
         deconstructionism, formalism, and Marxism, as needed, and also employ ideas from psychology,
         sociology, natural selection, and even neuroscience in order to come to as complete
         an understanding as possible of both the themes and meanings of Stephen King’s works,
         and expose his use of narrative techniques, metaphor, and human universals that make
         him both a critical success and a bestselling icon of popular culture. I will introduce
         the background and concept of each theory as needed and will apply various theories
         to individual works in order to elucidate the themes and meanings of King’s fictional
         works. 
      

      
      One of the main tenets of evolutionary theory is that natural selection has resulted
         in specific psychological “universals,” which are “cultural phenomenon common to all
         known cultures” (Carroll, Evolution 158). The most widely accepted theory is that these universals are transmitted thorough
         multilevel selection (Wilson, D. 72), which involves both genetic and cultural factors
         that are passed down through generations of humans. This theory might explain themes
         that permeate human culture, such as the collective unconscious ideas of Jung and
         the structuralist archetypes explored by Claude Levi Strauss and Joseph Campbell.
         
      

      
      Regardless of the mechanisms of transmission, these universals have become major themes
         and deep structures in our literature and reflect what we think of as human nature.
         Successful authors like King are able to tap into these universals, which not only
         attract audiences, but become further embedded in popular culture.
      

      
      
   
      Part I

      Archetypes and Universals

      
         
         Structuralism Meets Darwin

         
         
      

      
      According to Carl Jung, certain universal poetic and story themes, or archetypes,
         arise from the “collective unconscious” (1000), and are “the psychic residua of innumerable
         experiences of the same type” forming mythological figures and primordial images (1001).
         Claude Levi-Strauss, Vladimir Propp, Tzvetan Todorov, and other structuralists have
         attempted to codify stories into a narrative grammar, breaking down story structure
         into distinct textural parts of speech. Joseph Campbell examined the similarities
         of folk tales and world mythology and proposed the existence of a “monomyth” from
         which all stories are derived. These studies have shown the presence of certain universal
         stories common to virtually all cultures. Some of these include the hero’s quest,
         the trickster, creation narratives, and stories of the apocalypse.
      

      
      The consilience of the biological and social sciences has confirmed that there are,
         in fact, story types that can be considered narrative universals. But unlike earlier
         theories that proposed a biological component (an individual “gene” for each story),
         or a purely cultural explanation, scientists now believe that these primeval stories
         developed through both biological and cultural evolution. These story structures are
         posited to have originated independently at different times and places by different
         peoples as a survival function for both the individual and the group. Some of these
         stories have attained the status of world epics (Gilgamesh, The Odyssey, and Paradise Lost come to mind). The hero’s quest, for example, is still used today as the basis of
         blockbuster Hollywood films (Star Wars and the Batman franchise
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