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Abstract:  In the digital age, fear has migrated from haunted spaces to technological ones. Stephen King’s 

fiction, though widely celebrated for its supernatural terror, equally captures the psychological and cultural 

anxieties of technological modernity. This paper examines the concept of digital dread, a form of the 

technological uncanny, through King’s engagement with media, surveillance, and postmodern horror. By 

analysing novels such as The Running Man (1982), Cell (2006), Mr. Mercedes (2014), and The Institute 

(2019), the study argues that King transforms everyday technologies into agents of alienation and control. 

Drawing on theories by Freud, Baudrillard, and Foucault, the paper contends that King’s representation of 

technological horror functions as a critique of postmodern identity, digital culture, and the erosion of human 

subjectivity in the age of hyper connectivity. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

American literature has always evolved alongside the nation’s cultural transformations. From Puritan 

sermons and frontier narratives to modernist introspection and postmodern experimentation, American 

writers have explored the boundaries of fear, morality, and freedom. Fiction, in particular, has served as the 

most flexible genre for expressing the changing American consciousness. 

In the nineteenth century, writers such as Nathaniel Hawthorne and Edgar Allan Poe infused the Gothic 

mode with moral and psychological dimensions. Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” (1843) and “The Fall of the 

House of Usher” (1839) transformed guilt and madness into landscapes of horror, laying the foundation for 

modern psychological fiction. Later authors, including William Faulkner and Flannery O’Connor, used 

Gothic elements to reveal the inner decay of social systems. In the twentieth century, fiction began to include 

technology, science, and social alienation as central sources of anxiety. As Douglas Cowan observes, horror 

“is not simply a genre of fright but a discourse on modernity itself” (Cowan 24). 

Among contemporary American writers, Stephen King occupies a unique position. While his novels 

reach a mass audience, they also function as moral and cultural critiques. Tony Magistrale notes that King 

“writes not only about what frightens Americans but about what defines them” (Magistrale 9). 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcrt.org                                               © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 11 November 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2511634 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org f404 
 

King’s early works, such as Carrie (1974) and The Shining (1977), focus on psychological fear within 

the family and community. His later fiction turns toward the anxieties of the technological age. King once 

remarked, “The real monsters of the twenty-first century are the things we build and cannot control” 

(“Haunted by Technology” 2020). This observation captures the central concern of this paper: the 

transformation of horror from the supernatural to the technological. 

Freud’s term das Unheimliche, or “the uncanny,” describes the frightening quality of what was once 

familiar (Freud 219). King reimagines this phenomenon for the modern world, where the smartphone, the 

television, the computer, and the surveillance camera have replaced the ghost as symbols of unease. His 

fiction demonstrates that the objects of daily life can become the sites of deepest fear. 

I. TECHNOLOGY AS MONSTROSITY: A READING OF CELL 

King’s Cell (2006) presents a terrifying vision of humanity destroyed by its own tools. A mysterious 

signal called “The Pulse,” transmitted through mobile phones, erases human consciousness and replaces it 

with aggression. The novel begins quietly: “The event that came to be known as the Pulse began at 3:03 p.m., 

Eastern Standard Time, on the afternoon of October 1” (Cell 3). Within minutes, the ordinary becomes 

catastrophic. 

King’s depiction of chaos is vivid and cinematic. “Phones rang, people screamed, cars crashed, and 

the air itself seemed to pulse with madness” (Cell 5). The familiar object of communication becomes the 

source of apocalypse. Clay Riddell, the protagonist, realizes that the infected “moved as if one mind directed 

them all, like birds in flight” (Cell 146). This collective behavior mirrors Baudrillard’s idea that 

communication has become “a code without message” (Baudrillard 84). 

The phoners are not zombies in the traditional sense. They are products of an interconnected 

consciousness that erases individuality. King uses the metaphor of the network to illustrate the collapse of 

personal identity in the digital age. Clay concludes, “Maybe the Pulse didn’t destroy us; it just showed what 

we already were” (Cell 178). 

The novel critiques the illusion of communication in a world dominated by devices. The horror stems 

not from supernatural evil but from technological dependence. King’s Cell thus represents a new kind of 

apocalypse, one born not of divine punishment but of human creation. 

II. MEDIA SPECTACLE AND HYPER-REALITY: THE RUNNING MAN 

In The Running Man (1982), King, writing as Richard Bachman, envisions a future America where 

television controls public perception. The government distracts citizens from inequality and corruption by 

broadcasting violent game shows in which contestants are hunted for sport. The novel opens with bleak 

simplicity: “Ben Richards had no job. The world was dying. The air was bad” (Running Man 1). Society’s 

despair is masked by spectacle. 

King’s portrayal of media manipulation anticipates the rise of reality television and digital 

entertainment. “The Network never told the truth; it manufactured it” (Running Man 182). This statement 

echoes Baudrillard’s concept of hyperreality, where representation replaces reality. Richards’s struggle 

becomes symbolic of humanity’s effort to retain authenticity in a world dominated by images. 

As the protagonist discovers, “They don’t care who dies, as long as it plays well on camera” (Running 

Man 195). King exposes the moral decay of a society that mistakes cruelty for entertainment. Cowan 

interprets this as King’s warning about “a culture that confuses images with ethics” (Cowan 96). 

The novel’s climax reveals the ultimate horror of hyperreality. When Richards pilots a plane into the 

Network’s headquarters, the explosion is broadcast live. The final line, “The camera burned for a long time,” 

transforms his rebellion into another spectacle (Running Man 219). The act of defiance becomes content. 

King’s message is unmistakable: technology absorbs even resistance into its own system of simulation. 
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III. SURVEILLANCE AND THE PANOPTIC NIGHTMARE IN THE INSTITUTE 

The Institute (2019) relocates the Gothic prison into the modern technological world. Gifted children 

are abducted and confined in a secret government facility where their psychic powers are exploited. Every 

corner of the building is monitored. “The walls had eyes, and the air hummed with unseen watchers” 

(Institute 76). 

King’s depiction of the Institute parallels Foucault’s panopticon, where constant observation 

produces obedience. The children’s loss of privacy becomes total. “Every number was a child, every child 

was a number, and each number was a test result” (Institute 134). The bureaucratic tone intensifies the sense 

of dehumanization. 

Luke Ellis, the protagonist, reflects, “If they can see you every second, you stop being yourself after 

a while” (Institute 189). His words summarize King’s critique of surveillance culture. The novel echoes 

Foucault’s warning that visibility itself becomes a mechanism of control (Foucault 201). 

Tony Magistrale observes that King’s later works “warn of the dehumanizing systems we create in 

the name of safety” (Magistrale 178). The Institute embodies this concern. The horror lies not in ghosts or 

monsters but in rational institutions that justify cruelty through efficiency. The novel also mirrors 

contemporary fears about data privacy, predictive algorithms, and artificial intelligence. King’s fiction, 

though fantastical, reflects the real-world consequences of technological power. 

IV.  POSTMODERN HORROR AND THE COLLAPSE OF REALITY: MR. MERCEDES 

In Mr. Mercedes (2014), King explores the merging of human and machine. The murderer, Brady 

Hartsfield, manipulates victims through digital communication. He describes his computer as “a friend that 

never talks back but always obeys” (Mr. Mercedes 54). The intimacy between man and machine symbolizes 

the psychological dependence of the digital age. 

As Brady’s obsession deepens, King writes, “He lived more inside the circuits than in his own skin” 

(Mr. Mercedes 132). The line captures Baudrillard’s notion of the ecstasy of communication, where identity 

dissolves into data. Fredric Jameson’s idea of the “waning of affect” explains Brady’s lack of empathy; his 

emotional numbness mirrors the broader desensitization of postmodern society (Jameson 10). 

Detective Bill Hodges, representing an older moral order, struggles to understand this new kind of 

evil. “He could see the killer’s footprints everywhere, but they were digital” (Mr. Mercedes 211). King 

contrasts analogue morality with digital amorality, suggesting that technology erases ethical boundaries. 

  Brady’s consciousness later survives as a digital entity, symbolizing the terror of immortality 

without humanity. In an interview, King described such existence as “the horror of persistence beyond flesh” 

(“On Writing Horror” 2018). His comment reinforces the novel’s warning: technology may outlive its 

creators, but without conscience or compassion. 

V. KING AND THE AMERICAN POSTMODERN CONDITION 

Stephen King’s fiction embodies the spirit of American postmodernism. Like Don DeLillo and 

Thomas Pynchon, he portrays a culture fragmented by media and overwhelmed by simulation. However, 

King’s use of horror adds an emotional dimension to postmodern critique. As Magistrale states, “King’s 

monsters are metaphors for the systems that dominate modern life” (93). 

Across his novels, King examines the replacement of authenticity by artificiality. In Cell, 

communication becomes infection. In The Running Man, entertainment becomes execution. In Mr. 

Mercedes, consciousness becomes code. In The Institute, observation becomes imprisonment. His body of 

work thus portrays what Baudrillard calls “the collapse of the distinction between reality and its 

representation” (Baudrillard 11). 

King’s America is haunted not by supernatural forces but by technologies that imitate human behavior. 

Foucault’s insight that “the individual is not the vis-à-vis of power; he is one of its prime effects” (194) 

explains King’s recurring theme of entrapment. The horror in his fiction arises from systems that shape 

identity, not from external monsters. 
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VI. CONCLUSION 

Stephen King’s fiction reflects the transformation of American horror from supernatural to 

technological dread. His novels embody the technological uncanny, where familiar devices and systems 

become instruments of fear. Through Cell, The Running Man, Mr. Mercedes, and The Institute, King reveals 

the psychological and ethical costs of living in a world governed by technology. 

By combining the Gothic imagination with postmodern critique, King turns horror into moral 

reflection. His characters struggle to preserve individuality in the face of overwhelming systems of control. 

As Clay Riddell remarks in Cell, “Maybe the Pulse didn’t destroy us; it just showed what we already were” 

(Cell 178). 

King’s stories mourn the loss of the real and warn against the mechanization of life. His monsters are 

extensions of human desires and fears. Baudrillard’s observation that “when the real is no longer what it was, 

nostalgia assumes its full meaning” (6) captures the essence of King’s digital horror. The longing for 

humanity in a technological world defines his contribution to American literature. 
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