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“In America?”: Children, Violence and Commodification in Stephen King’s The Institute


Abstract
Critical evaluation of Stephen King’s work is far from unanimous, with a handful of scholars producing monographs devoted to his fiction, while others dismiss him as a peddler of poorly written popular narratives motivated only by commercial success. King himself acknowledges that he is as much a brand name as an author, and that he might be considered “the literary equivalent of a Big Mac and a large fries from McDonalds.” Anxieties related to the aesthetic value of prolifically produced popular fiction appear to be validated by King’s latest novel, The Institute (2019), which treads the familiar terrain of the King brand by utilising the genre of speculative fiction and focusing on a child with paranormal powers. Nevertheless, although The Institute repeats many of King’s abiding concerns and tropes, it represents a significant development in his work. Less a reiteration of King’s earlier speculative fiction depicting children with telekinetic, telepathic and pyrokinetic powers, The Institute demonstrates significant complexity and nuance in its representation of power, good and evil, and the ethics underpinning American life in the twenty-first century. In addition to critiquing corrupt social structures, The Institute interrogates the assumed powerlessness of children and condemns the commodification of the human subject by late capitalist society and its militarised forms of order. In his latest novel, King proves his detractors wrong by not simply reproducing his particular brand of fiction but revising its previous representations in order to meaningfully engage with a rapidly changing world. 


Critical evaluation of Stephen King’s work is far from unanimous, with scholars such as Tony Magistrale and Heidi Strengell producing exhaustively researched monographs devoted to his fiction, while others dismiss him as a peddler of poorly written narratives motivated only by commercial success. When the National Book Foundation gave King its annual award for distinguished contribution to literature in 2003, Harold Bloom was so dismayed that he published an article in the Los Angeles Times that described King as a writer of penny-dreadfuls that “sell in the millions but do little more for humanity than keep the publishing world afloat” (Bloom). As Michael Kammen notes, “The kiss of death for a great many intellectuals is popularity. The idea is, if you’re popular, you can’t be serious. Many people in the literary canonical establishment believe that if you sell in the millions, you can’t possibly be any good” (qtd. in Keller). King’s place in the literary canon is further problematised by the genres that he employs. King’s extensive oeuvre includes horror, science fiction, fantasy, crime, and Western genres, none of which are taken seriously by the literary establishment, and which tend to repeat certain tropes and themes, such as the battle between good and evil, apocalypse, and persecuted children. King himself acknowledges that he is as much a brand name as an author, and that he might be considered “the literary equivalent of a Big Mac and a large fries from McDonalds” (King, Different Seasons 504). The perception of popular fiction as predictable seems to be validated by King’s latest novel, The Institute (2019), which returns to the genre of speculative fiction and focuses on a young protagonist whose telekinetic powers see him exploited by a corrupt institution. Children are an abiding concern in King’s speculative fiction and frequently represent the power of imaginative belief to deal with the supernatural, as opposed to the limited rationalism of adulthood. Children also facilitate another concern that distinguishes King’s work across his long career: the potential damage wrought by social structures, whether high school as in Carrie (1974), the nuclear family as in The Shining (1977), or government agencies as in Firestarter (1980). Nevertheless, although The Institute repeats many of King’s abiding concerns and tropes, it represents a significant development in his work. Less a reiteration of King’s earlier speculative fiction depicting exploited and abused children, The Institute demonstrates significant complexity and nuance in its representation of power, good and evil, and the ethics underpinning American life in the twenty-first century. In addition to its critique of corrupt social structures, The Institute interrogates the assumed powerlessness of children and gifts them with power located in community and belonging. Furthermore, The Institute utilises the paranormal power of its children to address ethical issues that define contemporary American culture, specifically violence against children, over-consumption, commodification, and militarised forms of order. 
The preoccupation with children in King’s fiction stems from their innocence and vulnerability. Not yet dissuaded of magic, their imaginative belief exists in stark opposition to the rationalism of adults. As Jesse W. Nash points out, King’s work tends to  privilege the discourses of youth and imagination over that of maturity and rationalism, meaning that it is children who take on the monstrous entity in IT (1986) “because adults cannot or will not” (Nash 151). Similarly, it is young Ellie Creed in Pet Sematary (1983) who heeds the ghostly warnings that her father dismisses, just as twelve-year-old David Carver in Desperation (1996) will be the chosen one of a God his parents do not believe in. The innocence and imaginative belief of children is accompanied by vulnerability, and Sara Martin Alegre is correct to observe that the children in King’s fiction “are often exposed to a high degree of abuse” (Alegre 106). King frequently employs the Gothic trope of the persecuted innocent, with characters such as Danny Torrance in The Shining existing as victims terrorised by those who wield more power. In King’s more recent fiction, however, he abandons the figure of the persecuted innocent to explore the repercussions of victimisation and to give his fictional children some form of agency. In Doctor Sleep (2013), King’s sequel to The Shining, Danny is an adult whose traumatic experiences at the Overlook Hotel as a child see him become an angry alcoholic just like his father. In this novel, King picks up where he tends to leave his earlier narratives to explore the repercussions of childhood abuse. The Institute develops this further by abandoning the trope of the persecuted innocent and giving the young protagonists the power of community denied to most earlier characters. Discussing the novel in an interview, King admits that “Nobody is weaker than children” but he qualifies this by suggesting that “when they get together, they can be fairly strong” (King qtd. in Clark). Something of this can be seen in IT, where a group of marginalised children form “the Losers’ Club” that eventually vanquishes the supernatural entity that terrorises their town. In IT, however, that victory is only partial, and the protagonists must return to Derry as adults to fight the returned monster once again. It is only in The Institute that King endows his children with a communal power so strong as to obliterate the forces that oppress them, suggesting that the critique of rationalism and social structures that occurs in King’s work featuring child protagonists now involves a critique  of the assumed powerlessness of children. This shift in King’s fiction expresses something of a contemporary culture that is distinguished by increasing youth activism, with movements such as March for Our Lives, United We Dream and the Sunrise Movement harnessing the power of young Americans to effect change in policies related to gun violence, immigration and climate change. King’s recent work registers the fact that children are not necessarily without agency, but that they might be powerful forces for resistance and change.     
The power of children in King’s narratives is frequently represented in terms of paranormal skills that paradoxically see them become more vulnerable. In Carrie for instance, the eponymous protagonist is endowed with telekinetic power so that she can retaliate against her abusive mother and the peers who mercilessly torment her, but these powers eventually kill her. Similarly, Danny Torrance is gifted with psychic sensitivity so that he can be alert to the dangers of The Overlook Hotel and his increasingly deranged father, but it is precisely this power that renders him prey to the hotel’s evil forces. In The Institute, young Luke Ellis is also given special power and, like Firestarter’s Charlie McGee, this makes him vulnerable to an organisation that seeks to imprison and exploit him. However, Luke’s difference from King’s earlier child protagonists sees him acquire significantly more agency. At the start of the narrative, Luke possesses very mild telekinetic abilities that manifest mainly as the tendency of objects such as plates in the kitchen cupboard to rattle when Luke experiences heightened emotions. What differentiates Luke from King’s other child protagonists who possess paranormal powers is that he is a well-adjusted boy with caring parents and a group of friends, which is certainly not the case for King’s other, predominantly abused, ostracised and isolated children. Luke is also formidably intelligent, attending school at the Broderick School for Exceptional Children, but he is not a savant or prodigy limited to one area of excellence. Rather, Luke’s skills are broad, and he is both emotionally and psychologically stable. As his guidance counsellor notes, to find a child as intelligent as Luke is “extremely rare. To find one who’s also well-adjusted and well-grounded – who sees the outward world as well as the one inside his own head – is even rarer” (King, The Institute 41). Luke’s outstanding qualities encourage the guidance counsellor to suggest to Luke’s parents that the boy should pursue his goal of studying engineering at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and English at Emerson; both at the same time. Luke is “special because he’s so smart” (King, The Institute 431) and because he possesses paranormal powers, but his distinctiveness does not see him ostracised like Carrie White or dangerously isolated like Danny Torrance. Rather, King endows Luke with a supportive community that enables him to successfully wield an agency and power denied to King’s other child protagonists. Just as young Americans mobilise to lobby government for policy change and take to the streets to protest police brutality, Luke and his friends form a community strong enough to oppose the forces that oppresses them.  
Part of King’s ongoing interest in writing about children stems from what he describes as “that old, basic storytelling string: going from innocence to maturity. […] Every kid faces, sooner or later, a situation where they have to act like a grownup or they have to discard their childish illusions. And that’s the arc, when a kid finds out there’s no f-cking Tooth Fairy or Santa Claus” (King qtd. in Clark). This maturation process is particularly traumatic for Luke, since his dreams of attending college while living with his relocated parents are crushed when his parents are murdered and he is kidnapped, only to emerge from unconsciousness in what is referred to as “the Institute.” Unlike Charlie McGee, who is imprisoned by The Shop in solitude, Luke finds himself in a grotesque parody of an orphanage or school camp where he is held with other special children against their will. Luke is informed that he is there to develop his special powers so that he can be “a soldier in an undeclared war” (King, The Institute 102). He will be given a series of injections and a number of tests designed to develop his paranormal abilities, and then he will be moved from the Front Half of the Institute to the Back Half where “the average length of service is only six weeks” (King, The Institute 103). Following this mysterious tour of duty, Luke’s memories will be erased, and he will be returned to his home. Luke’s maturation process includes realising that this story is patently false and enduring procedures that are brutal and painful, including being tortured in an immersion tank. Similarly horrifying is the casual violence inflicted by the Institute’s caretakers who slap the children with little provocation, and the fact that the Institute’s cafeteria features vending machines at which children can readily access the  candy, cigarettes and alcohol that are intended to keep them sedated and compliant. When one of Luke’s fellow prisoners describes the Institute as an entire compound complete with doctors, technicians and caretakers, Luke struggles to credit that such a horrifying place can exist, naively asking “In America?” (King, The Institute 78). 
King’s indictment of the inhumanity of the Institute and those who run it is also a critique of the culture from which it springs, with the inhumane treatment of children being connected to corrupt and failing post-World War II American institutions. Furthermore, King is far more explicit in his cultural critique in The Institute than he is in Firestarter, criticising not just shadowy government agencies but also aspects of popular culture that define American life in the twenty-first century. Like Luke, Charlie McGee is experimented on in an attempt to harness her paranormal power, but she is not remunerated with tokens that she can use to purchase candy, cigarettes and alcohol, as is the case with the children in the Institute. Although King’s bestselling novels frequently utilise brand names and snippets from popular culture, he is far from uncritical, with The Institute expressing something of the outcomes of a contemporary American culture defined by capitalist consumption. With the currency they earn, the children of the Institute freely access junk food, as do the one third of children and adolescents in America whom the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention suggest consume fast food on any given day (“Childhood Obesity Rates”). Similarly, King’s shocking representation of children downing shots and sipping cocktails reflects the reality of a culture in which almost thirty percent of teenagers have consumed alcohol by age fifteen, with 7.1 million young people aged between twelve and twenty years old reporting in 2018 that they drank alcohol beyond “just a few sips” in the past month (“Underage Drinking”). Likewise, the serious cigarette habits children develop in the Institute is a microcosm of a country in which each day approximately 1,600 young people under the age of eighteen smoke their first cigarette (“Youth and Tobacco Use”). Although Luke responds with disbelief to the existence of the Institute  in a country based on democratic freedom, what occurs within its walls is a reflection of what occurs outside, with King clearly condemning a capitalist system that is harmful to vulnerable children. This critique is made even more explicit when Luke secretly researches debt on the internet to assist the caretaker Maureen who is being hounded by debt collectors. Luke is astonished to learn that Americans owe over twelve trillion dollars in debt. Musing on this statistic, Luke realises that this is money “spent but not earned” and that much of this debt leads “back to those little plastic rectangles everyone kept in their purses and wallets: the oxycodone of American consumers” (King, The Institute 129). 
The vision of America in The Institute is of a nation defined by capitalist structures that encourage a destructive and unethical over-consumption. While aspects of this critique can be seen in other works by King, such as Misery (1987) and Needful Things (1991), which explore aspects of consumption and greed, The Institute  is different in that it makes frequent and explicit references to Nazi Germany thereby suggesting totalitarian elements in twenty-first-century American life. The Institute was established in 1950 following a model first created in Nazi Germany, meaning that the barbarism that defines that totalitarian regime can also be found in the woods of Maine. The director of the Institute is the heartless Mrs Sigsby who is likened to “that unknown Nazi buffoon who thought it would be a terrific idea to put Arbeit macht frei, works set you free, over the entrance to Auschwitz” (King, The Institute 57). The sadistic cruelty of Mrs Sigsby sees her rule over her charges with a chillingly simple system of tokens and corporal punishment that is repeatedly linked to the Holocaust, such as when one of the technicians is described as “an earnest-looking fellow, middle-aged, bespectacled, mostly bald. He looked like an accountant. Of course, so had Adolf Eichmann” (King, The Institute 159). The Nazi regime is a particularly potent example of inhumane twentieth-century institutions, as is the Ministry for State Security in the German Democratic Republic, which King gestures towards by naming the visual hallucinations the children experience during tests “Stasi lights.” The Institute is thus part of a lamentable human history in which repressive and inhumane systems spring from ostensibly civilised cultures, including America. While Luke struggles to comprehend the existence of a totalitarian structure in America, elements of democratic nations can be totalitarian, as African Americans experienced under slavery and during Jim Crow in the South.
It is tempting to connect King’s critique of totalitarianism to the Trump administration, which notoriously managed democratic process by manipulating district boundaries and suppressing voters, and which used the data-mining techniques of Cambridge Analytica to manipulate voter choices in such a way that one commentator suggested it would make “the Stasi, the Gestapo, or the NKVD green with envy” (Huneke). Furthermore, the separation of King’s child protagonists from their parents and their detainment in the Institute echoes the Trump Administration Family Separation Policy, which facilitated the separation of children from their parents after their illegal arrival over the U.S.-Mexico border, and their internment in what detractors likened to concentration camps. King, however, has clarified in an interview that The Institute was written before Trump (who King describes as “that incompetent dumbbell”) became president (Brooks). Nevertheless, King’s reference to Eichmann facilitates a more complex exploration of his abiding interest in good and evil, which is often represented in simple terms of binary oppositions in earlier speculative novels such as IT, The Stand (1990) and Desperation where evil is located in the  monstrous entities Pennywise the Dancing Clown, Randall Flagg and Tak. In The Institute, evil is not a supernatural monster but people who might be considered ordinary. Eichmann was a pivotal figure in attempts to comprehend the nature of those complicit in the Final Solution, with Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (1963) claiming that Eichmann was not a psychotic anti-Semite as might be imagined, but that his evil was the result of an ordinary personality within a totalitarian structure. That is, Eichmann was not a sadistic psychopath but an average law-abiding citizen whose eagerness to obey orders resulted in monstrous actions he rationalised as simply doing his job. Although Arendt’s claims have been much contested, they do allow King to consider how the nature of his Institute might create evil rather than simply rely on it. Thus, after a terrifying experiment that induces visual hallucinations, Luke is slapped by a nurse whose face reveals
no hesitation. No regret. Zero empathy. Nothing. Luke realized he wasn’t a child at all to her. She had made some crucial separation in her mind. He was a test subject. You made it do what you wanted, and if it didn’t, you administered what the psychologists called negative reinforcement. And when the tests were over? You went down to the break room for coffee and Danish and talked about your own kids (who were real kids) or bitched about politics, sports, whatever” (King, The Institute 143). 
Priscilla is not a psychopath; rather, she is an ordinary woman whose work in the Institute necessitates her making a “crucial separation in her mind” that is the foundation of her evil. This is also the case with Gladys, who responds with detachment to Luke’s query about what she might say to her children if they discovered what she was part of. There is “no anger on her face; if there had been, he would at least have had the dubious comfort of knowing he’d gotten through to her. But no. There was only blankness. It was a doll’s face” (King, The Institute 123). Similarly, the years that Mrs Sigsby have spent in the Institute have inured her to the pain of children and Luke concludes that working in such a place “destroyed your moral compass. They were damned, whether they knew it or not” (King, The Institute 198). 
The nature of evil in The Institute rests in corrupt and oppressive systems and structures, whether totalitarian or capitalist. Notably, these structures are also failing, which represents a development of King’s earlier critique of The Shop in Firestarter, the survival of which suggests the power of American institutions regardless of corruption. The Institute is riddled with systemic failures that stem from poor management, complacency, and apathy that lead Luke to suspect that the Institute is operating in “an inertial glide, like a rocket that switches off its engines once escape velocity has been attained” (King, The Institute 180). The surveillance bulbs in the corridors are filthy and during his illicit explorations Luke finds an abandoned security swipe card, leading him to correctly conclude that staff do not monitor them. The failure of the Institute is also due to rampant bureaucracy. When Luke is discovered by Dr Richardson exploring prohibited areas, he lies by explaining that a caretaker has let him in, but that he cannot remember the caretaker’s name. The doctor’s response is not suspicion but relief, since if Luke knew the caretaker’s name then there would be a report to complete and, following that, “Paperwork, paperwork, paperwork” (King, The Institute 182). Here the bureaucracy designed to ensure the smooth operation of institutions is positioned as actually undermining it. The internal collapse of the Institute leads the security chief Trevor Stackhouse to acknowledge that “the basic infrastructure of this place is shit” (King, The Institute 207). The last total renovation of the buildings was forty years ago, there are just two information technology staff, and outdated computer equipment and generators. The camera surveillance system is watched only sporadically, and the security is “sloppy security” (King, The Institute 219). When Luke eventually manages to escape the Institute, it is through a wire fence that he realises should rightly be electrified. Mrs Sigsby herself acknowledges that when she first began at the Institute, she would have ensured that the camera housings were clean, and she never would have left her office without her walkie talkie. Now, however, she admits thoughts of “entropy. The tendency to coast when things were going well. To assume” (King, The Institute 253). The result of complacency and unchecked bureaucracy is that the Institute “more and more resembled a Dollar Store in a strip mall on the verge of abandonment” (King, The Institute 254).
King’s representation of the Institute expresses anxieties about the decline of what was once a post-World War II superpower. The postwar decades were a period of affluence and development in America, but although the population has more than doubled since the 1960s, there has been little development of the infrastructure systems that were designed in those years, meaning that infrastructure is ageing and stretched to its limit. According to the American Society of Civil Engineers, which produces regular reports on the state of American infrastructure, the nation’s infrastructure warranted a grade of D+ due to being “mostly below standard,” exhibiting “significant deterioration,” with a “strong risk of failure” (McBride and Moss). Old and underfunded, America’s infrastructure requires an estimated $2 trillion by 2025 to bring it to standard, an expenditure made difficult because of a lack of federal funding (McBride and Moss). King’s representation of this systemic failure highlights immoral and unethical behaviours, leading to what is arguably the central concern of the novel: the commodification of the human subject by late capitalist society and its attendant militarised forms of order. 
The Institute perceives the children merely as products, with Mrs Sigsby thinking of young Avery Dixon as too valuable for injections that might cause seizures or near-drowning experiences since his BDNF score (used to measure psychic abilities) is unusually high. Mrs Sigsby values Avery since “Certain commodities were getting rarer. Elephant tusks. Tiger pelts. Rhino horns. Rare metals. Even oil. Now you could add these special children, whose extraordinary qualities had nothing to do with their IQs” (King, The Institute 58). Commodities are owned hence Mrs Sigsby insists that Luke “belongs to me. He’s property” (King, The Institute 388). Maureen reiterates this perspective when she positions Luke as “just another cog in the machine, to be used until it wore out” (King, The Institute 354).  A stark illustration of this commodification is the chipping of all the Institute’s children’s ears with a tracking device. When this happens to Luke, he realises that the “Lucas David Ellis, who had been planning to matriculate at MIT and Emerson, had been reduced to a blinking dot on a computer screen” (King, The Institute 95). No longer children, Luke and his fellow inmates are commodities that can be owned, tracked and used. 
The commodification of the children involves them being tested upon and punished for misbehaviour in the Front Half of the Institute and, more menacingly, put to work in the Back Half where they are “Used. And, it seemed, destroyed, little by little” (King, The Institute 185). Luke’s investigations and intelligence allow him to become increasingly certain that the children are commodities that are “weaponized here, and used there until they were emptied out. Then they went to the back half of Back Half, where they joined the drone … whatever that was” (King, The Institute 193). The drone is expressive of the terrifying results of a commodification that sees individual children transformed into mindless cogs. This dehumanisation is so horrifying that Luke deems it worse than anything else that he has seen in the Institute since there is nothing that “was as terrible as minds subjected to constant assault until they finally became part of a hive drone” (King, The Institute 193). Like Luke, Kalisha is horrified by the thought of joining the drone, but this horror eventually changes since “anything was better than the Stasi Lights and a screaming headache that never stopped” (King, The Institute 261). The concept of having one’s individuality erased is terrifying; even more so is the fact that a child might be so traumatised that the possibility of oblivion is welcomed. 
The monstrousness of the Institute stems less from greed, cruelty or sadism than it does from the ethics underpinning it. The reason why the children are kidnapped, tortured with injections and visual stimuli, and finally reduced of their reason is in order to use their augmented paranormal power to destroy key political figures who have been identified by precognition as threats to world safety. Both Stackhouse and Mrs Sigsby see themselves as saviours of the world rather than the murderers of children since they are responsible for ensuring the assassination of those who would otherwise unleash global nuclear destruction. Thus, when they discover Maureen’s corpse following her suicide and read what she has scrawled on the wall beside her - “HELL IS WAITING. I’LL BE HERE TO MEET YOU” (King, The Institute 249) – Stackhouse only momentarily admits that “Considering what we’re doing here, some might call that a reasonable assumption” (King, The Institute 250). Mrs Sigsby is quick to disagree, leading Stackhouse to clarify: “Outsiders is what I meant, people who don’t know the score” (King, The Institute 250). According to the Institute’s elite, only those who “don’t know the score” might consider the Institute barbaric, whereas those inside believe that “nothing less than the fate of the world was in their hands, as it had been in the hands of those who had come before them. Not just the survival of the human race, but the survival of the planet” (King, The Institute 255). In the face of this, the Institute deems the sacrifice of children an acceptable price to pay. The staff understand “there was no limit to what they could and would do” in the pursuit of protecting the world from nuclear obliteration and “No one who fully grasped the Institute’s work could regard it as monstrous” (King, The Institute 255).
King’s focus on the physical and psychological suffering of the children, as well as Maureen’s suggestion that hell is to be found “here” in the Institute rather than elsewhere, amply demonstrates that the Institute’s work is, in fact, monstrous and the novel critiques a perspective that underpins military institutions: that the sacrifice of a few is required to ensure the safety of many. The Institute is repeatedly described in military terms, with it being likened to “a small military base” that is convenient to a nearby village that has “a PX where they could buy a wide range of goods at cheap prices and gas up their cars” (King, The Institute 255). The militarised nature of the Institute means that it attracts those who are accustomed to that lifestyle and life there is “good – good enough, anyway, for men and women who’d eaten sand in the Mideast and seen fellow soldiers lying in shitty villages with their legs blown off or their guts hanging out” (King, The Institute 255). The traumatic military service that many of the Institute’s staff have experienced results in desensitisation, with Maureen explicitly connecting her service in Afghanistan to her ability to work in the Institute when she explains that she became immune to suffering by repeatedly witnessing torture. The desensitisation associated with traumatic military service means that the staff of the Institute can rationalise their treatment of children, even while knowing that others would view it quite differently. With this in mind, no one discusses their work because “if people found out what we’re doing, the hundreds of children we have destroyed, we’d be tried and executed by the dozens” (King, The Institute 255). The Institute is not preserving peace, but is, in fact, perpetrating war crimes. 
Although King’s vision of American culture is frequently pessimistic, with many of his narratives documenting the violence, greed and selfishness that permeates modern life, The Institute is no exception to King’s belief that “most people are good” (King qtd in Brooks). Evil exists in King’s narratives, but so too does good, meaning that Danny Torrance is terrorised by his father in The Shining, but is helped by kindly Dick Halloran. Similarly, Mark Petrie’s parents are killed by the vampire Barlow in ‘Salem’s Lot (1975), but he is protected and aided by the decent Ben Mears. In The Institute it is Tim Jamieson, a retired police officer, who represents the good that is the foil to Mrs Sigsby’s evil. If Mrs Sigsby is associated with corrupt militarised forms of order, Tim is a retired policeman associated with a traditional past via his current employment as night knocker in the small town of DuPray, South Carolina. As a night knocker, Tim is essentially a patrol police officer with no weapons and no power to arrest. His job is to give the traditional triple knock at a property and then make a chalk mark. There is “no practical reason for the marks; it was simply tradition, perhaps dating all the way back, through a long chain of night knockers, to reconstruction days” (King, The Institute 23). Tim’s occupation (which is significantly non-violent) is thus a link to the past, and the town where he takes up residence is suitably traditional. There is a Main Street that has escaped the chain stores that distinguish larger American towns and Tim imagines it to be “like a town out of a country ballad, one of those nostalgia pieces sung by Alan Jackson or George Strait” (King, The Institute 9). It is in this traditional environment that Tim is touched and surprised “by the ordinary kindness and generosity of ordinary folks, especially those without much to spare. America was still a good place, no matter how much some (including himself, from time to time) might disagree” (King, The Institute 7-8). Against the evil of corrupt institutions that use violence to commodify children, King sets the goodness of individuals who eschew violence in favour of traditional values of kindness and generosity. 
If America is still a good place, then this is because of people like Tim. He is good-natured and kind, “unflinchingly but undemonstratively moral, and with a newfound willingness to follow his hunches,” making him precisely the sort of hero that King repeatedly writes about (McRobert). Furthermore, as is so often the case in King’s work, Tim’s goodness is stronger than the evil of the corrupt militarised institution that he helps Luke to defeat. After the young boy escapes the Institute, he smuggles himself onboard a train and ultimately ends up in the care of Tim in DuPray. Tim not only believes Luke’s nightmarish tale of the torture that he has endured but decides to help him return to the Institute to rescue his friends. Unlike Mrs Sigsby and Stackhouse, who see Luke as a commodity to be exploited, Tim sees Luke as an individual to be respected for his remarkable intelligence. There is a certain irony for Tim in the fact that the Institute considers Luke’s brilliance a mere adjunct to his paranormal powers and he revels in the notion that a clandestine operation that had lasted for decades might be “brought down by the very thing they had considered dispensable – this child’s formidable intellect” (King, The Institute 407-408). Tim values Luke’s special qualities and allows the boy to take intellectual leadership of the plan to free the imprisoned children, which furthers Luke’s power and agency.
According to Jonathon P. Davis, the appeal of King’s fiction lies in the way that it “constantly raises the question of morality; it recognizes the pervasiveness of evil, but it also aims to prove that the forces of good, when formed behind a collaboration of human hearts to enforce good, will almost always reign over evil” (168). Thus, the eventual vanquishing of the Institute rests in the ability of good people to band together and resist. Tim and the other adult characters that help Luke are certainly part of this collaboration, but The Institute positions the children who remain imprisoned as the truly powerful ones who form a group and become “so strong together” (King, The Institute 368). The children become like a “Hive of psychic bees” (King, The Institute 414) who are capable of mentally banding together with children in similar institutes all over the world. As Luke explains, “The power each of us has – the reason they kidnapped us and brought us to the Institute in the first place – is just little. The power of all of us together is stronger” (King, The Institute 421). That power is so strong that the children trapped inside the Institute make the Front Half of the building levitate and then bring it down to crush the rest of the compound beneath it. Many of the children die, including Avery whose paranormal abilities mean that he becomes a leader in the apocalyptic destruction of the Institute, but they succeed in destroying an organisation that relies on doctors who are “like Josef Mengele was” (King, The Institute 391). This victory comes at a significant cost, but it transforms King’s persecuted innocents into empowered revolutionaries. 
The Institute explicitly condemns the commodification of the individual and links it to hegemonic structures that are ultimately unethical. At the end of the narrative, Luke is living in safety with Tim when they are visited by a nondescript man who is likely to be Mrs Sigsby’s mysterious superior. He reiterates the rationale behind the Institute as an organisation designed to protect the world from nuclear destruction and explains that this rests on several people with precognition who can identify individuals who pose threat. Tim dismisses the reality of precognition, while Luke qualifies his acceptance of it by pointing out that research suggests it is only valid in short time frames. That is, someone with precognition skills might be able to predict an event tomorrow, but they are less able to predict with accuracy what might happen in ten years’ time, as is the case with the information the Institute relies on. Smith acknowledges that the predictions are unreliable but insists that doing something is better than nothing, leading Luke to suggest that Smith “can’t bear to think that all the killing they’ve done has been for no good reason” (King, The Institute 473). Tim’s response is a scathing comment on American governmental philosophy: “We had to destroy the village in order to save it […] Didn’t somebody say that about Vietnam?” (King, The Institute 473). The debate continues when Smith insists that even if the network of Institutes did not save the world from nuclear destruction five hundred times, it might have saved it fifty times, or five times, and asks “Wouldn’t it still be worth it?” (King, The Institute 474). Tim’s response is one clearly opposed to the hegemonic structures that the novel critiques: “No” (King, The Institute 474). For Tim, the Institute is barbarous, and he dismisses Smith’s excuses with a damning statement: “Sane people don’t sacrifice children on the altar of probability” (King, The Institute 474).
The staggering abuse that the children in The Institute experience is part of the Gothic concern with abused children who are “powerless in the face of persecution” (Punter and Byron 289). This is a concern that is evident in a range of King’s novels, but The Institute differs from this tradition of persecuted innocents in that King allows his children the power that is found in community and belonging. Alone, Luke, Avery and Kalisha are all vulnerable to commodification and militarised forms of order as represented by the Institute, but together they can use their small psychic powers to create a force large enough to destroy the adults who are representative of corrupt and failing post-World War II institutions. Although Alegre argues that the supernatural elements in King’s fiction prevents it from addressing the issue of persecuted children from “a clear-cut moral standpoint” (113), The Institute uses the paranormal powers of its special children to address ethical issues deeply ingrained in American culture. Violence against children, whether physical or psychological, rampant consumption, increasing commodification, and militarised forms of order are clearly condemned by King’s novel, which in turn endows children with power, refuses to put a price on individuals, and champions the community as a viable and meaningful structure. Although it is not uncommon for popular fiction such as King’s to be accused of being apolitical, conservative or merely commercial, by placing his child protagonist inside a militarised institution where he is chipped and assigned value as property, King is able to attack “the very foundations and values upon which society is built” (Magistrale 58) by exploring disturbing questions about the violence and commodification that defines contemporary American society. Although detractors such as Bloom might see one more King novel as “another low in the shocking process of dumbing down our cultural life” (Bloom), The Institute meaningfully engages with issues that are relevant to contemporary American culture, which has recently seen thousands of children imprisoned in inhumane conditions and separated from their families in immigrant detention facilities. In his latest novel, King proves his detractors wrong by producing a narrative that is recognisably part of the King brand, but that also develops that brand by revising its previous representations of children and power to suggest the potential for persecuted innocents to become powerful revolutionaries. 
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