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The Road Virus Heads North

In the short story “The Road Virus Heads North” by Stephen King, writer Richard Kinnell’s fascination with disturbing art ultimately leads to his demise. Through psychoanalytical, gender theory, and feminist critical perspectives, “The Road Virus Heads North” illustrates social norms and both actual and perceived dangers of breaking them.

From a psychoanalytical critical perspective, Richard Kinnell’s thoughts and behavior in “The Road Virus Heads North” is a reflection of psychological determinism and self-loathing. First, Kinnell hates himself because of his unconventional interests that are rejected by the people around him. He falls in love with the painting, and his Aunt Trudy says, “it’s horrible” and tells him to throw it into a river (King 90). This kind of response is bound to cause self-loathing because “in a very repressive society, people must suffer a significant toll of self-directed antagonism” (Beckman 1). Society’s rules tell Kinnell that he should repress his love for disturbing art, and when he fails to follow that guideline, the result is self-hatred. Kinnell also hates himself because he feels that he is an insufficient writer. One of his very first comments about his own writing in this story is that one critic considered it “projectile vomiting” (King 84), and despite Kinnell’s own insistence to himself that his writing is a product of “a fair amount of mental activity” (84) and is sometimes a “pearl” (84) his thoughts indicate that he actually agrees with the critics and considers himself a horrible writer. He refers to his novels as “numbingly successful” (83) and often thinks about the negative reviews they’ve received, which suggests that he cares a great deal about their opinions and feels like a failure, leading to more self-hatred. By telling himself that the critics simply “treasure their ignorance” (85), Kinnell is displaying “intrapsychic strategies of defense… which tends to magnify the individual's feelings of inadequacy and failure” (Paris 25). The negativity Kinnell feels for himself is the root of his behavior; despite what he tells himself, he wants to be murdered as punishment for his shortcomings. According to the theory of determinism, there is no such thing as an “uncaused” event, and “human wants, wishes, desires, motivations, feelings, etc. are caused in turn by specific antecedent conditions that ensure their occurrence” (LaFave 1). Going along with this philosophy, Kinnell’s actions throughout the story are all causes for his death in the end, because he desires it. Because he feels the need to be a better writer, he goes to a convention in Boston, and takes a car instead of a plane so he can work out a “plot impasse” (King 84), which in turn causes him to stop at a garage sale and pick up the cursed painting. Even after he watches his aunt have the “color [fall] out of her face in a sheet” (90) and she urges him to get rid of the painting, he keeps it, illustrating the idea that he subconsciously wants something bad to happen to him. Later on, Kinnell even admits that perhaps this nightmarish ordeal “wouldn’t have happened to someone a little less open to such things” (97). He is open to them because he wants them to destroy him. Again, this desire for his own death is rooted in self-hatred, some of which is because he has a fascination with concepts that are terrifying to others. According to the idea of determinism, “everything that happens must happen” and  “[human] wants happen,” therefore no one can “want otherwise” (LaFave 1). Kinnell believes that he deserves this fate, and wants it to unfold partially because of his attraction to disturbing things that is socially undesirable. Kinnell’s desire to die as punishment for his shortcomings is reiterated by the fact that he “forgot” to lock the door and “forgot to reset the burglar alarm, too” (King 103). Just to ensure his own demise, after he learns that the woman from the garage sale has been murdered, he decides to get into the shower and “actually [dozes] off” (102), something that makes him incredibly vulnerable, particularly to a ravenous, machete-wielding man. Kinnell times his evening activities so that by the time the Grand Am is in front of his home, he is nothing but “a naked man with a headful of soap” (103). His decision to take a shower causes him to slip and fall in “a puddle of soapy water” (104), making him even more vulnerable. In the end, Kinnell ends up just where he wanted to be, dead at the hands of a nightmarish being similar to the ones that, according to the critics and himself, Kinnell failed to bring to life through his writing.


From a gender theory critical perspective, the characters in “The Road Virus Heads North” often adhere to gender stereotypes. For example, Judy subscribes to the idea that “men are different” because they are “much less sensitive” (King 88) than women, and that “a mother’s love sees past” people’s flaws and allows them to love unconditionally (88). Women are believed by many people to be the more sensitive sex (Barret et al. 556), and mothers typically fill the role of the more loving gender, because many people “see the core of the female gender role as nurturing” (Gross 10). In addition, the “pretty young thing” at the rest stop is scared of Kinnell (King 94), and watches him from “a safe distance” (95). She tries “to keep as much sway out of her hips as possible” (95) because she is afraid of being violated by Kinnell in some way. She does not know Kinnell personally, but she automatically places herself in the role of victim and him in the role of aggressor because those are the classic roles society gives to females and males; the “prototypical type of intimate stalking” is female victim and male aggressor (Dunlap 1). Finally, the “Road Virus” murderer is the stereotypical aggressive male; he drives a “muscle car” (King 85), wears “motorcycle boots,” and “smokes unfiltered Camels” (104). Filtered cigarettes are usually marketed toward women, while unfiltered cigarettes are considered masculine (Cortese et al. 5). He kills violently and dramatically, with a “long, sharp knife– more of a machete, actually” (King 104) to maximize the gore of his kill; men are considered to be more violent than women (Fessler 1). Even in his last moments of life, Kinnell is thinking about how “these things,” that is, the masculine nature of his killer, are “like a national law” (King 104). They are the qualities associated with male violence, and in the end, the murderer in the painting is victorious because he so closely adheres to his role as the classic violent male, while Kinnell, who is less than manly and drives an “Audi” rather than a muscle car (84), does not survive.

From a feminist critical perspective, the characters in “The Road Virus Heads North” perpetuate society’s standard gender roles, unfairly implying that females are weaker, dumber, and less valuable than men. Kinnell judges Judy Diment by her looks, and the first thing he notices about her is that she is “fat” (King 84), so much so that she “[blots] out most of the immediate landscape” (86). Women are supposed to look a certain way according to society, because “as models and celebrity culture infuse public space, [they] indeed become a form of discourse, so the images of femininity…become ever more reduced and uniform” (Orbach 392). Since she is a woman who is overweight, and therefore not attractive, Kinnell instantly dislikes her and describes her in a way that makes her seem disgusting, and internally at least, he feels no respect for her.  Feminists would see this as a reflection of King’s male mindset, one in which women are only valuable if they are attractive because “men are designed to value packaging over content” (Alkon 1). Kinnell later refers to Judy as a “distraction” because she “could probably talk the cock off a brass monkey” (King 91). Kinnell dislikes the fact that Judy talks a lot because women are, according to society, supposed to be quiet and submissive, and some men believe that a woman is “a great deal more attractive when she keeps her mouth shut” (Lees 27). Judy is one of the characters who are murdered by the man from the painting because she breaks a social norm by being overweight, unattractive, and extremely talkative as a female, and feminists would argue that this is King’s way of revealing his own sexist ideas. Kinnell describes his ex-wife Sally as a “space case” and disapproves of her belief in the “supposedly true tales” of spirits and aliens (King 91). Women are typically portrayed as naïve and not as intelligent as men, and “through most of history… women have been expected to be dumb and docile” (Lees 67). The way Kinnell thinks of his ex-wife suggests that he has no respect for her, and he thinks of her as gullible and just plain crazy. Kinnell’s ex-wife follows society’s expectations for women by being suggestible, and feminists would dislike this because it reinforces the notion that women are gullible and not as intelligent as men. In addition, Kinnell’s Aunt Trudy is far more emotionally and physically affected by the painting than Kinnell is, showing her weakness and vulnerability, her lips “trembling” (King 90). It is clear that Kinnell’s aunt is feeling “something more” than he felt when he first saw the painting (90). Trudy is portrayed as weaker because she is a woman. Kinnell, the main male character, is attracted to the disturbing painting, whereas Trudy finds it horrifying and is unable to bear looking at it, a characteristic of a fragile woman. Feminists would disagree with King’s portrayal of Trudy because it suggests that women are weaker and more fragile than men, which perpetuates the “social image of womanhood as weak and of manhood as strong” (Stewart 244). Overall, feminists would dislike King’s portrayal of women in “The Road Virus Heads North.”

Whether the characters in Stephen King’s “The Road Virus Heads North” live or die depends on whether or not those characters meet social standards. The murderer in the painting is ultimately a metaphor for the wrath of harsh social expectations. The characters in “The Road Virus Heads North” that go against society’s norms and traditional roles are brutally murdered, just as the lives and reputations of unique individuals can be ruined by social criticism in a vastly conformist society. Through psychoanalytical, gender theory, and feminist critical perspectives, “The Road Virus Heads North” is a discussion on social norms and what happens when people break them. 
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