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Abstract 

In Stephen King’s horror novel Needful Things, a stranger comes to town and opens a shop 

wherein any inhabitant can find exactly the thing s/he desires most, in exchange for playing 

“pranks” that cause distress to other members of the community, until the whole town is 

caught in a war of all against all. The paper analyses the novel as a “satire of Reaganomics”, 

as the author himself happened to describe it. Using insights from economics, economic 

sociology, and economic anthropology, it aims at demonstrating that the book provides an 

opportunity to explore the actual and possible evolution of individual behavior in consumer 

societies, as well as the tensions that such societies engender between ideals of self-

realization (via market logics and consumption) and social relationships. 
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Stephen King’s Needful Things: A Dystopian Vision of Capitalism during Its Triumph 

 

1. Introduction 

In a horror novel by Stephen King (1991), a stranger comes to the small town of Castle Rock 

and opens a shop, “Needful Things”, where “anyone who enters his store finds the object of 

his or her lifelong dreams and desires: a prized baseball card, a healing amulet”1. Items are 

extremely cheap, but in this typical “free will dilemma”, the seller requires his customers to 

add some “deeds” – that is, “pranks” that cause distress to other members of the Castle Rock 

community – to the small amount of money. Then, “these practical jokes cascade out of 

control and soon the entire town is doing battle with itself”2. Stephen King once identified (in 

Lehmann-Haupt and Rich 2006) Needful Things as an entertaining criticism of the ideal of 

“market society” proclaimed by Ronald Reagan (1981) in his inaugural address as 40th 

President of the United States: 

I thought that I’d written a satire of Reaganomics in America in the eighties. You know, people 

will buy anything and sell anything, even their souls. I always saw Leland Gaunt, the shop owner 

who buys souls, as the archetypal Ronald Reagan: charismatic, a little bit elderly, selling nothing 

but junk but it looks bright and shiny.  

King’s decision “to turn the eighties into a small-town curio shop called Needful Things and 

see what happened” (in Lehmann-Haupt and Rich 2006) provides an opportunity to explore 

the actual and possible evolution of consumer behavior at an epoch when, as Sassatelli (2007) 

writes, we have finally come to consider ourselves as consumers in a consumer society. In his 

own website3, King recalls that the Eighties were “a decade in which people decided, for a 

while, at least, that greed was good and that hypocrisy was simply another tool for getting 

along”. The decade – an epoch when “everything had come with a price tag” – “quite literally 

was the sale of the century. The final items up on the block had been honor, integrity, self-

respect, and innocence”. In this process, not so much the supply-side revolution in economic 

policy of Reaganomics, but rather the socio-political philosophy of Reagan’s capitalism plays 

                                                           
1 Thus reads the synopsis of the book appearing on King’s website, at 
https://www.stephenking.com/library/novel/needful_things.html (accessed: August 27th, 2019). 
2 Ibid. 
3 https://www.stephenking.com/library/novel/needful_things_inspiration.html (accessed: August 27th, 2019). 
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a fundamental part. The paper argues that, viewed from this perspective, Needful Things 

appears as a visionary, dystopian scenario of capitalism during its triumph (to borrow from 

the subtitle of Hirschman’s The Passions and the Interests, 1977), and at the same time a vivid 

illustration of the tensions that a consumer society engenders between ideals of self-

realization (via market logics and consumption) and social relationships.  

Having briefly exposed the social philosophy of Reaganomics (Section 2), the paper focuses 

on the elements of the market society as portrayed in Needful Things, i.e. seller, commodities, 

buyers and bargaining, to retrace the main lines of the evolution towards societies wherein 

consumers constitute their own identity through the symbolic world of consumption (Section 

3). The article then concentrates on the final “war of all against all” and the curious end of 

“needful” things’ life cycle (Section 4) to emphasize the importance of King’s novel for 

deepening our understanding of the potentially harmful premises on which consumer 

societies rest.  

 

2. A “satire of Reaganomics” 

Everything is for sale, even the human soul. The surface meaning of Needful Things is a satire 

of “Reaganomics”, which technically was “a major shift to conservative economic policies” 

(Blanchard 1987: 15). Reagan was elected upon the promise that he would organize a counter-

offensive against inflation, which “penalizes thrift” (Reagan 1981); one against taxes, which 

“penalize successful achievements”, and one against public spending, which “mortgage our 

future … for the temporary convenience of the present” (ibid.). The ideological underpinnings 

of the revolution included “ideals of individualism, the efficacy of the effort, the supremacy of 

private social arrangements over governmental regulation, and of private, unfettered 

economic enterprise”, as well as the idea that “social and economic rewards should be 

distributed in accord with the energy and effectiveness of individualistic enterprises” (Jacob 

1985: 10). Consider Reagan’s inaugural address to the “no society” (to take from Margaret 

Thatcher) American nation of individuals who aspire to regain their lost destiny:  

From time to time we’ve been tempted to believe that society has become too complex to be 

managed by self-rule, that government by an elite group is superior to government for, by, and 

of the people. Well, if no one among us is capable of governing himself, then who among us has 
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the capacity to govern someone else? All of us together, in and out of government, must bear 

the burden. The solutions we seek must be equitable, with no one group singled out to pay a 

higher price (Reagan 1981).  

In this retreat-of-the-state scenario, public activities should be directed towards the 

promotion and enhancement of “the appetites and energies of economic man” (ibid.), by 

“growth through incentives” policies (Novak 1991), that is deregulation and tax reform, which 

would free the instinct, and provide incentives, to invest. Reagan’s vision is a blend of 

classical-liberalism individualism and “ubertraditionalism” (see Micklethwait and 

Wooldridge 2004), implying faith in the virtues of the bourgeois organization of society: 

individualism, capitalism, progress, and virtue (Lal 2010). In this view, the government acts at 

the same time as guarantor of both the individual freedom to choose, in a Friedmanian-

Hayekian way, and of the institutional structure of the society, which while providing support 

to the needy, presupposes and somehow paradoxically defends social inequalities. Greed 

enshrines – its valorization transferring the instrumentality of market relations “into spheres 

previously informed by a sense of uncalculated reciprocity and civil obligation (Bell 2016). 

After all, while liberals consider individuals as capable of ameliorating the human condition, 

“the conservative sees a spiritual, fallible, limited, semirational personality whose behavior 

cannot be improved by reason alone” (Hoover 1987: 247). This implies that the main role of 

the State is not to ensure equality of opportunity, but rather “to provide the appropriate 

environment for the nurturance of the particular strengths of each personality” (ibid.).  

As James Buchanan (2013: 7) observes, this vision derives strength from its economic 

foundations:  

Mr. Reagan could not himself solve the simultaneous equations of general equilibrium 

economics. His economics education was confined to undergraduate courses at Eureka College. 

But he carried with him a vision of a social order that might be. This vision was and is built on 

the central, and simple, notion that ‘we can all be free.’ Through Mr. Reagan we see that Adam 

Smith’s ‘simple system,’ even if only vaguely understood, can enlighten the spirit, can create a 

soul that generates a coherence, and unifying philosophical discipline.  

But Smith “was anxious that a society governed by nothing but transactional self-interest was 

no society at all”; the neoliberalism of the Reagan/Thatcher era is conversely “Adam Smith 

without the anxiety” (Metcalf 2017). As Wrenn (2014) remarks, neoliberalism expands the 
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economic sphere, which comes to encompass the entirety of social life, and disembeds it, to 

say it with Polanyi, subordinating the other spheres  

to support its purpose and further intensification … [this] creates a vacuum in the lives of 

individuals left by the social dislocation and discontinuity created by the disembedded economy 

and the subordination of social life to the dictates of the market. The deepening of the structures 

of neoliberalism and the market not only further disrupt social continuity and erode the 

cohesiveness of basic social units, but also result in individual psychoses and cultural dilution 

and disintegration (506). 

Since it is individual responsibility only that matters, under neoliberalism, the individual who 

serves her interests is also an individual who serves the common good. No greater group is 

involved any longer, and other possible facets of personal identities are simply subordinated 

to the neoliberal ideology. With the result that “to have a responsibility for the care of others 

diminishes one’s own identification, constrains the possibilities of the responsible individual 

who is thereby self-sacrificing her own personal identity”. But “neoliberal identity is isolating, 

disconnected from any larger community, and as such leaves the individual alienated” (ibid.). 

It has been observed that if readers did not regard Needful Things as a satire of American 

consumerism and greed when it was published, this “only shows how accurately the book did 

define its era” (Anderson 2017: 135). The argument rests on moral bases – “King saw 

Reaganomics as a symptom of a defective society where people cared only about their own 

wants and needs” (ibid.). But the extra-literary power of King’s novel may conversely lie 

exactly in exceeding the moral atmosphere generally prevailing in the literary tradition of 

novels where “a stranger comes to town, wreaking havoc for his own evil purposes” (Wiater 

et al. 2006: 166) by the proposal of a typical game of free will and determinism which ends up 

in destroying social relationships.  

Needful Things is in fact remindful of various other novels of this kind, starting from Richard 

Matheson’s The Distributor (1958), and King himself revealed (in introducing The Storm of the 

Century, of 1999) that it finds inspiration in Twain’s classic The Man that Corrupted 

Hadleyburg, of 1899. But it is more than a j’accuse pointed at “the cult of me-ism”, as King 

(1981: 316) wrote in Danse Macabre, of 1981 (the year Reagan took office), and the resulting 

perversions of the individual-community nexus. What makes it unique is the emphasis on 

things, things that are not only desired but real, that can be – and are – sold and bought, 
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driving individuals’ behavior, and producing effects on the community. The peculiar character 

and systemic features of the Faustian pact that the seller proposes to the people in Castle Rock 

(as well as the ironic parallel between the “deeds” that Gaunt requests when selling his things 

and the “great deeds” that, we learn from Reagan’s inaugural address, the Americans are able 

to perform) rather seem to confirm that King puts the primacy of consumption in the 

foreground, thereby deepening the complex intertwining between personal intimate needs, 

symbolic meaning embedded in goods, and market-mediated social relationships4. In this 

sense, King’s novel constitutes a vivid representation of the so-called consumer society and of 

the social and human dynamics supporting it. 

 

3. A consumer society 

As the sociological debate on this topic has shown, consumer culture is a complex and 

ambivalent phenomenon, concerning practices, discourses, and institutions. Needful Things 

addresses and problematizes in particular the relationship between people and objects. This 

relationship is not specific to the current contexts, since objects are material and symbolic 

landmarks in traditional societies as well. But these latter see a strong integration between 

production, consumption, and exchange, while this web is disentangled in contemporary 

Western societies (Graeber 2011), which, in addition, stand out for a primacy of commodities’ 

possession as the way to satisfy daily needs (Weber 1923, cited in Sassatelli 2007).  

Consequently, consumption appears now as an autonomous sphere, separated from 

consumer’s daily experience, to the point where the potential buyer is surrounded by objects 

that s/he perceives as meaningless. Thus consumer society is essentially an articulated system 

aimed at “constructing meanings around products to make them ‘consumable’, (i.e. 

significant for the consumer) by placing them within his or her structure of needs” (Sassatelli 

2007: 4). The definition directly refers to classic authors like Simmel (1990), who shifts the 

focus from the object (and its intrinsic characteristics) to the subject (the value of a good 

                                                           
4 In the article we refer to social ties as to the relational assets owned by an individual at a given moment. The 
general theoretical-analytical framework is provided by the New Economic Sociology (Granovetter 1985), which 
aims to highlight the social embeddedness of action and the role of concrete personal relationships in defining 
the set of constraints and opportunities for individuals. These relationships, which constitute an individual's 
social capital according to Coleman's (1990) perspective, can also be market-mediated and, regardless of their 
origin, can contribute to the creation, diffusion and destruction of trust, reputation and social norms, with 
variable – and even unexpected – effects for individuals, groups and for society as a whole. 
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depending on the judgment of potential buyers) in consumption practices, or Baudrillard 

(1998), who regards the value of the good as tightly intertwined with the meaning attributed 

to it. Baudrillard believes that to understand how consumer societies work, it is not enough 

to dwell on the relationship between the individual and the single object. Even if the 

individual consumption act is apparently aimed at satisfying a specific need, the fulfillment 

can indeed take place only if objects are included in an articulated system of signs able of 

responding to the individuals’ needs (ibid.).  

Other scholars stress the active role of subjects in this ongoing process of meaning 

construction related to consumption, and underline how individuals can use consumer 

practices to affirm their own individuality and position themselves in a particular socio-

cultural location, concurrently contributing to reproduce the social order they are part of (see 

Bourdieu, 1984; Douglas and Isherwood 1979). This process of meaning attribution can take 

shape through individualist consumption rituals, having some form of appropriation of the 

objects as ultimate goal (McCracken 1988). Consumption, therefore, can be conceived as a set 

of practices engaging the consumer in a continuous game of appropriation of goods that, 

through rituals of attribution of meaning, assume a subjective value and are thus subtracted 

– together with their buyers – to standardization and impersonality. Objects become identity 

goods, and assume the role of resources for construction and reproduction of individual – as 

well as collective – identities (Featherstone, 1990). The explicatory power of the symbolic 

dimension of consumption gained increasing acceptance in the Eighties (see Warde 2015), in 

relation to the large changes in the socio-economic context that made the previously shared 

sources of identity disappear or been redefined. Among these, the growing fragmentation of 

work and, above all, of the worker’s career (Sennett 1998), the crisis of intermediate bodies 

such as trade unions and local political sections (Sennett 2017), and more generally, the 

process of progressive individualization of risk which puts the relationship between the 

individual and institutions under tension (Castel 2003). 

The relentless process of identity appropriation of consumer goods is necessary for subjects 

to maintain some degrees of freedom in a commodified social sphere that could otherwise 

overthrow them. But, as Sassatelli (2007) notes, in a consumer society, the relation between 

freedom and oppression is a complex one. The need itself for a symbolic appropriation of 

goods that can de-commodify these latter is in fact likely to commodify the subjects 
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themselves, who can become incapable of affirming their own individuality if not as 

consumers. In interpreting their role of social actors, consumers should find a balance 

between indifference to commodities and excessive personalization, which can lead them to 

attribute the power to fulfil deep, completely individualistic needs to the object itself (ibid.: 

149). Otherwise, as King shows in the novel, the freedom of consumption may turn into the 

slavery of consumption. Let us now review how some peculiar traits of consumer societies 

reveal themselves in Needful Things, taking into consideration seller, merchandise, buyers, 

and (bargaining and) prices, in that order. 

The shop proprietor is defined in vague terms. We are simply told that he is a tall man, quite 

old, with long hands and a very kind face. These few strokes are enough to outline a man who 

appears affable and charming at first sight, a man to whom many women – and men – in 

Castle Rock feel pleasantly attracted. Gaunt has indeed an infectious smile, arousing an 

“instant liking” (King 1991, chapter 1, paragraph 3 – hereafter: 1, 3) or in some cases, a strong 

sense of familiarity in the people he meets. This feeling is narratively expressed and amplified 

by his gorgeous eyes, which each visitor sees differently – green or grey, hazel or blue –, usually 

with exactly the same shade as someone beloved or desired. The seller’s eyes thus constitute 

a narrative expedient to plastically introduce Gaunt as an empty screen onto which potential 

buyers can project themselves – and their desires – to find fulfilment. If the shop owner seems 

able to read visitors’ minds, it is because he is not a full character: he is rather empty, granting 

each visitor the possibility to fill him with her/his own needs and desires. What is necessary 

to understand about the seller is rather the merchandise he sells, the conception of trade he 

adopts and, as a result, the bargaining with buyers.  

“A little of everything, that's what a successful business is all about … Diversity, pleasure, 

amazement, fulfillment” (1, 5). Thus Gaunt at the opening of the shop. The assortment of 

goods offered is wildly varied, in terms of both type and value, with goods that are apparently 

worth a few dollars – if not entirely devoid of market value – placed side by side with precious 

objects. Notwithstanding this heterogeneity, items displayed – or, more often, recovered from 

the backroom, Gaunt declaring to have just received an item that could be very interesting for 

the visitor – are all needful, a characteristic that can be understood only by placing oneself 

from the buyers’ point of view: 
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perhaps all the really special things I sell aren't what they appear to be. Perhaps they are actually 

gray things with only one remarkable property – the ability to take the shapes of those things which 

haunt the dreams of men and women (12, 9). 

These items are meaningful for the buyers (see Lanier and Rader 2017), and perfectly respond 

to their expectations and deep desires, even when they are not aware of this. In the shop, each 

visitor finds a specifically tailored good that s/he most strongly desires – “more than anything 

else in the world at this moment?” (1, 4). Not by chance in the epilogue of the novel, when 

Gaunt suddenly appears in another town very similar to Castle Rock, the name of the store to 

be opened is Answered Prayers: as Baudrillard (1998) stated, consumption is always founded 

on a lack. 

In this sense, buyers are presented according to a narrative scheme which is similar to the one 

employed for the shop owner. With the few exceptions of the main characters, customers are 

in fact defined exclusively based on their desires and/or needs (see Russell 1996). They are 

mirror images of Gaunt, characters shaped by a void, with an unfulfilled desire that gives form 

to their own biography and defines their personal trajectory. However, buyers are often 

unaware of desiring, until “their” item materializes in the shop. If young Brian Rusk, Gaunt’s 

first client, says without hesitation that what he wants is the collectable card of a baseball 

player, other buyers recognize “their” needful thing only when Gaunt makes it appear before 

their eyes. Despite appearance, this process is not the unveiling of one’s hidden desire, but its 

contrary. To profoundly seize an item, transforming it from an anonymous and standardized 

object into a personal good, buyers need to put a veil over it, which prevents them from seeing 

it for what it really is. When the veil falls, as happens in the final part of the novel, things are 

revealed for what they are: objects of no value, broken or damaged from the beginning, 

“fraudulent” items (22, 2) that have been mistaken for precious.  

The process of meaning attribution represented by the magical transfiguration of trivial items 

into needful things symbolizes the way in which the merchandise becomes “consumable”, 

evoking strong emotions and profoundly connecting with the structure of needs that derives 

from the personal biography of each consumer. “Like food to the starving, rest to the weary... 

quinine to the malarial” (9, 6): Gaunt himself states indeed that what he “really sell(s) is 

happiness” (4, 2). The case of Hugh Priest, an alcoholic, is emblematic. While walking by the 

store, Priest sees a fox-tail inside the display case. He suddenly relives the good old days, back 
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when he was a young newly licensed going around with his friends and driving his dad’s 

convertible, whose radio antenna was hanging a “long, luxuriant fox-tail” (3, 6). This is the 

vivid memory of “the best hour of the best day of his life”, “one of the last days before the 

booze him into had caught him firmly in its rubbery, pliant grip” (ibid.). To become the owner 

of the fox-tail means then to be able to implement a form of compensatory consumption with 

respect to his lost self (Rucker and Galinsky 2013). Beyond that, the item has in it a promise 

of change, the hope of being able to get his life back on track, ideally re-starting the course of 

events that alcohol addiction had shattered. In transformative consumer research, this 

attitude is labelled “fresh start mindset”, the conviction of being able to redefine one's life 

course, regardless of what happened in the past, through a consumption practice (Price et al. 

2017): 

He suddenly thought: I could change … I could buy that fox-tail and tie it on the antenna of my 

Buick … Buy that fox-tail, tie it to the antenna, and drive. Drive where? Well, how about that 

Thursday-night A.A. meeting over in Greens Park for a start … In that moment, as he stood looking 

at the fox-tail in the display window of Needful Things, Hugh could see a future. For the first time 

in years he could see a future (3, 6). 

Appearing to all intents and purposes as an identity good, the good purchased, however, soon 

betrays its promise of freedom. On the one hand, the possession of the badly desired object 

entails a deep gratification, but on the other hand, the excessive personalization related to a 

suffocating process of meaning attribution brings with it a closure, a withdrawal to a private 

use, which leads to unwillingness – or impossibility – to share it even with the loved ones. 

It was undoubtedly a sin not to share them. But she had been surprised (and a little dismayed) by 

the feeling of jealous possessiveness which rose up in her each time she thought of showing Lester 

the splinter and inviting him to hold it. No! An angry, childish voice had cried out the first time she 

had considered this. No, it's mine! It wouldn't mean as much to him as it does to me! It couldn't! 

(13, 3). 

This greed is soon associated with the fear of losing or ruining the item, corresponding to that 

of losing or ruining the new sense of self gained – or regained – through the purchase process 

(Ferraro et al. 2011):  

It was still unused. The truth was just this simple: he was afraid to use it … (It) was too nice, far 

too nice. It would be criminal to risk it by actually using it (15, 8). 
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King is here taking to the extreme a classical contradiction of consumer societies: the high 

relevance given to the aesthetics of products that, paradoxically, leads to reduced enjoyment 

in consumption (Wu et al. 2017). Since the needful thing can be neither shared nor used, its 

possession – which incorporated a promise of liberation – leads to a paralysis, to which one 

should add the buyers’ suspicion and fearing that their good can be stolen, because of other 

people’s envy. The unbearable idea of loss leads therefore to social exclusion. Being separated 

from your needful thing, while you are at work or on social occasions, becomes a source of 

stress, while the security of possession obviously involves high costs: 

It was good when you had something you really wanted and needed, but it was even better when 

that thing was safe. That was the best of all. Then the smile faded a little. Is that what you bought 

it for? To keep it on a high shelf behind a locked door? (5, 2) 

Actually, the item promising to set you free – from disappointments, from pain, from the 

mistakes you have made – makes you a slave. No enjoyment of the coveted good is possible, 

because all attention is focused on the right of property and the fear of losing it. The “pride of 

possession” (15, 9) thus turns into obsession, preventing the sharing and condemning to a self-

referential escalation. The process of meaning attribution and individualistic consumption, 

here pushed to the limits, has consequently as its first endpoint the passive destruction of 

social ties determined by an inward-looking tendency. As Gaunt deceptively states, “selfish 

people are happy people” (ibid.). This prepares the ground for an active destruction of social 

ties, which in the novel constitutes the most important part of the price to pay to get hold of 

one’s own needful thing.5  

All items in Gaunt’s shop “had one thing in common (…): there were no price-tags on any of 

them” (2, 3). Since the value of identity goods is by definition subjective, the price-setting 

mechanism is as well a totally subjective process, which may openly clash with market rules. 

Concretely, Gaunt’s merchandise has “a very special price” (1, 4), which consists of two 

different parts: “half... and half. One half is cash. The other is a deed” (1, 6). This two-part price 

“would depend on the buyer. What the buyer would be willing to pay” (1, 11). Items’ very 

                                                           
5 King’s novel seems here to present a clear-cut contrast between social relations and the market system, the 
latter holding responsibility for the former’s destruction (see Steiner 2009 for a review of the debate). In truth, 
for our analytical purposes, what seems useful to underline is that it is not commodification in itself that destroys 
social ties – since market and social life can be closely intertwined and feed on each other (Zelizer 2011) – but 
rather the individualistic identity withdrawal that prevents any form of social use, even ex post, of the 
commodified good. 
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moderate cash price, ranging from a few cents to some tens of dollars, is completely detached 

from the value of goods: it simply corresponds to what buyers have in their pockets at that 

precise moment. At first glance, therefore, “the price seems more than fair” (16, 8), as Gaunt 

ironically observes:  

He charged them what they could afford, not a penny more or a penny less. Each according to his 

means was Mr. Gaunt's motto, and never mind each according to his needs, because they were all 

needful things, and he had come here to fill their emptiness and end their aches (19, 1). 

But it is the second half of the price – the “small prank”, the “little trick on someone” (16, 8) – 

that corresponds to what economists call buyers’ “willingness to pay”6. While Gaunt always 

presents the required deed as a small matter, it can actually vary from apparently innocent 

assignments (delivering a parcel, leaving a sealed envelope in someone’s car) to more or less 

serious acts of vandalism (dirtying the sheets hung out in the sun to dry, throwing stones at 

the windows of a house, cutting the tires of a car), up to real violent actions, like killing the 

neighbour’s dog. All buyers accept the terms of the agreement, whatever they are. Initially, 

they are driven solely by the desire to complete the payment and claim exclusive ownership 

of their needful thing. But later, after the prank is played, a certain pleasure – or even sexual 

excitement – takes over, “the normal malicious pleasure anyone feels when tearing hell out of 

someone else’s much-beloved possessions” (15, 7).  

What Gaunt defines as a “free trade” (4, 9) is thus a peculiar kind of market, where pricing is 

deeply affected by purchasers’ willingness to pay (Wtp) any amount, not only by cash, in order 

to grab the desired good (see Akdere and Mete 2017). Price is not established by the free play 

of market forces, but rather depends on buyers’ reservation price. That the characters of a 

novel on Reaganomics systematically miscalculate their own Wtp may seem surprising. 

Reasoning, like Gaunt, in terms of buyers’ happiness (and applying Bentham’s “felicific 

calculus”), the question at stake is why consumers fail to realize that the amount of pain that 

they will experience after playing the prank more than compensates the quantity of pleasure 

arising from buying their own “needful” thing – why individual preferences depart with no 

exception from the person’s best interests, producing regret (Schubert and Cordes 2013).  

                                                           
6 Gaunt clarifies the point: “The world is full of needy people who don't understand that everything, everything, 
is for sale... if you're willing to pay the price”. Yet wallets do not provide “all the answers” (King 1991, 3, 7). 
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As the experimental literature on disparities between willingness to pay and willingness to 

accept has shown, agents that own a good might have a tendency to value it more than people 

who do not. Economists tend to attribute such “endowment” and “ownership” effects (after 

Thaler 1980, and Kahneman et al. 1991) to a psychological “loss aversion” (see Kahneman and 

Tversky 1979), whereby a loss would have a much greater psychological impact than a gain of 

equivalent amount. Still, the psychological literature includes now a variety of perspectives 

explaining the importance of such effects (see Morewedge and Giblin 2015). In Needful Things, 

Brian’s mother Cora purchases a pair of sunglasses that belonged to Elvis Presley. Also an Elvis 

fan, Cora’s friend Myra Evans buys a picture of him from Gaunt. Both enjoy (illusionary) extra-

sensorial sexual experiences with Presley when holding their own memorabilia. When Cora 

realizes that Myra is a rival, she ventures to kill her – and Myra shoots her in reaction. In the 

book, consumers experience blind desire for the objects they see in the store, a desire that 

urges them no matter what the cost might be (“whatever deal they had made, [the item] was 

worth it”, 1, 8). The coming into possession of “needful” thing creates a feeling of 

“psychological ownership”: the good purchased is “incorporated into the self-concept of the 

owner” and becomes “part of her identity”, which the owner herself imbues “with attributes 

related to her self-concept” (Morewedge and Giblin 2015: 343). Since self-evaluations are 

usually positive, the subject considers these associations as positive as well, with consequent 

“endowment effect”. Consequently, “the potential loss of the good is perceived as a threat to 

the self” (ibid.). Brian Rusk can thus discover a “large fact about possessions and the peculiar 

psychological state they induce: the more one has to go through because of something one 

owns, the more he wants to keep that thing” (9, 8). While Cora and Myra show that even the 

feeling of psychological ownership produced by “merely touching a good, touching an image 

of a good, or imagining one owns a good” (Morewedge and Giblin 2015: 343) – can engender 

these same results.   

In Needful Things, consumption assumes the main role of self-expression, so that giving up 

possession becomes impossible, and the subjective value of goods unfathomable. Worth is in 

fact defined “by need” (1, 8). The deed required, carrying a burden of relational sacrifice, 

paradoxically increases the value of the good: “price, Mr. Gaunt might have said, always 

enhances value... at least in the eyes of the purchaser” (18, 6). The illusory capability of 

consumption to respond to deep individual needs thus determines a progressive isolation of 

subjects and their disconnection from the rest of society, destroying social ties instead of 
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reproducing them. When buyers finally recognize that “that price is much too high” (23, 16), 

it is simply too late. There is just time to realize that the only meaning buyers can find in 

having played a prank on their victim is the possession of their own needful thing: 

As to what you're doing here, Polly, the answer to that is simple enough: you're Paying. That's … 

all you're doing … it is the simplest, most wonderful aspect of commerce: once an item is paid for, 

it belongs to you … when you finish paying, it's yours. You have clear title to the thing you have 

paid for (18, 2). 

“Caveat emptor” (23, 17), rightly warns the seller. 

 

4. A social dystopia  

Once consumers “finish paying”, in Needful Things, they can finally enjoy the “pride of 

possession” – but they can experience it in a private environment only, devoid of social 

relationships. Consumers’ final isolation is exacerbated by sudden awareness of the dreamy 

atmosphere they had until then lived in. A bad dream, the nightmare of addiction, which King 

had just escaped before writing Needful Things (the first book he wrote after recovering from 

addiction to alcohol and drugs, see Smythe 2014). Addicted buyers transform into junkies – 

Gaunt “sells nothing but junk”, after all. When the shop closes, visitors look “like hurting 

junkies who had discovered the pusherman wasn’t where he’d promised to be. What do I do 

now?” (19, 1). 

The only freedom buyers can legitimately aspire to, in Needful Things, is freedom from social 

relationships. Russell (1996: 128) interestingly remarks (following King himself) that “Gaunt 

sees himself as an electrician, cross wiring connections between people. When the wiring is 

finished he will turn up the voltage all the way”. Causing damages to individuals and, through 

a domino effect, to the community as a whole, such connections are of a negative, destructive 

nature. This evidently reminds of King’s concern for “the lack of community and social 

connectedness in American society, and the culture’s general spirit of apathy” (Wagner 1988: 

7), and perhaps of the general pessimism about human aggregates revealed in the novel The 

Stand:  

Shall I tell what sociology teaches us about the human race? I’ll give it to you in a nutshell. Show 

me a man and a woman alone and I show you a saint. Give me two and they’ll fall in love. Give me 
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three and they’ll invent that charming thing we call ‘society’. Give me four and they’ll build a 

pyramid. Give me five and they’ll make one an outcast. Give me six and they’ll reinvent prejudice. 

Give me seven and in seven years they’ll reinvent warfare. Man may have been made in the image 

of God, but human society was made in the image of His opposite number, and is always trying to 

get back home” (King 1979: 253).  

Remarkably, however, in Needful Things a proclaimed market relationship gives life to an 

obligation – to destroy social relationships, in exchange for “needful” thing – that cannot be 

escaped. In theory, “to owe nothing to anyone, to be able to walk away from a social bond and 

discharge an obligation just as you change tradesman when you’re not satisfied – this capacity 

for exit, analysed by Hirschman (1970), is the defining feature of modern freedom as embodied 

in the market” (Godbout and Caillé 1998: 63). Whereas in Needful Things, exit is simply not 

an option, or, better, market relationships prevent consumers from exercising it. “In America”, 

Gaunt observes, “you could have anything you wanted, just as long as you could pay for it”, 

but “if you couldn’t pay, or refused to pay, you would remain needful forever” (15, 8). 

Apparently, the market frees from needfulness, increasing choice and enlarging existing 

possibilities. But if you can, and agree to pay, and rather exactly because you can and agree to 

pay, you enter a spiral of reciprocal pranks which you cannot exit alive. “You can keep going 

… or you can stay where you are and get buried” (9, 7), says Gaunt to Brian Rusk. 

The contrast with the liberal philosophy could not be starker. The market is believed to offer 

“each participant exit options in each relationship” (Buchanan 2013: 8), whereas King/Gaunt, 

here, suppresses both “the individual’s desire for liberty from the coercive power of others” 

(ibid., 7) and the “second element in the liberal soul and spirit”, that is “the absence of desire 

to exert power over others”, which conversely, Castle Rock inhabitants end up with exerting, 

and even with desiring to exert. The originality of Needful Things, the story of an escalatory, 

vengeance-fuelled spiral of violence that gradually destroys a community, lies in the motives 

that entrap Castle Rock into the spiral, namely faith in the illusory capability of consumption 

to respond to deep individual needs. “Needful things” replace social relationships. If they 

manage to free Castle Rock people from social ties, it is because, being identity goods, needful 

things are a surrogate of social relationships that would otherwise live in a milieu of “primary 

sociality” (like marriage, kinship, partnership, friendship), or in any case of personal 

connections to the larger social group represented by the Castle Rock community. This is why 

needful things suffice to define the members of the community.  
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The spiral of violence is fuelled by vengeance. As Mark Anspach (2002, 2017) remarks, 

vengeance is the infliction of harm or humiliation on someone by someone else who has been 

harmed by that person, but s/he who kills in revenge becomes the next victim. In destroying 

the murderer, therefore, vengeance produces another: the balance is never restored, also 

because parties disagree on the beginning and cannot agree on the end of the circle. The only 

possibility to stop this vicious circle lies in reversing its logic, starting from the temporal 

orientation: instead of “allowing” them to make you pay the price of the injuries you caused 

to someone else, you pay the price first, by giving up something, “and then they take action 

against themselves – they give up something. They give up something after having already 

gotten their revenge on you” (Anspach 2017: 10). Exchangers self-impose costs, with the aim 

of fulfilling the others’ desires even before these latter can express them.  

Gift exchange is vengeance in reverse: Anspach’s insightful interpretation of Marcel Mauss’ 

(1990[1923-4]) pioneering study on the moral and political foundations of primitive societies, 

The Gift, and subsequent works in this tradition (see Marchionatti and Cedrini 2017) helps to 

understand how “unconditional” gifts, that is, gifts that are voluntarily offered, without 

guarantee of return, can play a fundamental role in creating and sustaining social bonds and 

alliances between partners previously regarding each other as enemies (see Godbout and 

Caillé 1998). What urges actors to strike back, and how can they come to cooperate by giving 

up something, in a context of radical uncertainty? To motivate both the negative reciprocity 

of vengeance and the positive reciprocity of gift exchange is the self-transcendence of the 

social relation. If two individuals come to exchange, it is because a “third term” emerges, but 

this transcendent element is in truth “nothing other than the relation itself, imposing itself as 

a separate actor entirely” (Anspach 2002: 5) despite being produced by the exchange itself. In 

the case of vengeance, individuals fail to see this meta-level of the social relationship, and feel 

compelled to act as if their action were dictated by an external force (like God), leaving no 

choice other than preparing the next funeral – and her/his own next. In the case of gift 

exchange, on the contrary, individuals observe and recognise the “relation” for what it is, 

namely, the loci where individuals themselves and the society interact, and can look forward, 

instead of backward, while taking decisions.  

Emphasizing the historicity, rather than naturalness, of market exchange, Mauss (1990: 82-

83) observed that “to trade, the first condition was to be able to lay aside the spear … Only 



18 
 

then did people learn how to create mutual interests, giving mutual satisfaction, and, in the 

end, to defend them without having to resort to arms”. At the same time, an anticipation of 

peaceful exchange can provide the precondition for laying down the spear, as Homer 

demonstrates in Iliad. By discovering, during the battle, that their forebears had exchanged 

gifts long ago, Diomedes and Glaukos come to envisage a peaceful vision of the future, 

wherein they will have one another as loyal host, and succeed in reorienting their (current) 

expectations, trading armours on the battlefield. Which confirms that individuals who are 

potential enemies or rivals can come to exchange if, and only if, they are willing to see the 

self-transcendence of the relation they establish with one another (see Cedrini et al. 2020).           

In Needful Things, Gaunt acts as “third term” between the individual and the society. 

Representing individuals’ inclinations towards identity goods that, ultimately, embody their 

withdrawal from society itself, Gaunt is an all-powerful external (third) authority imprisoning 

people living in Castle Rock into a logic of vengeance. Consider now Brian’s dream, the 

passage in the book which includes the only relevant reference to the social dimension. In the 

dream, Brian is wondering whether he should yield to Gaunt and play tricks in addition to the 

original “deed” performed in exchange for his baseball card, when he suddenly realizes that 

the Castle Rock community was there, looking at him:  

Brian looked around and was horrified to see that Ebbets Field was so full they were standing in 

the aisles ... and he knew them all. He saw his Ma and Pa sitting with his little brother, Sean, in the 

Commissioner's Box behind home plate. His speech therapy class, flanked by Miss Ratcliffe on one 

end and her big dumb boyfriend, Lester Pratt, on the other, was ranged along the first-base line, 

drinking Royal Crown Cola and munching hotdogs. The entire Castle Rock Sheriff's Office was 

seated in the bleachers, drinking beer from paper cups with pictures of this year's Miss Rheingold 

contestants on them. He saw his Sunday School class, the town selectmen, Myra and Chuck Evans, 

his aunts, his uncles, his cousins (King 1991, 9, 7).  

What horrifies Brian, in Gaunt’s words, is that “everybody in Castle Rock [would come to] 

know you were the one who started the avalanche” (ibid.). Brian commits suicide, not so much 

because he had finally discovered the rules of the game set by Gaunt, but because the dream 

makes him finally able to see his relation with the seller for what it is. That is, the triggering 

mechanism for a spiral of vengeance gradually destroying Castle Rock. Among Gaunt’s 

customers, Brian is the only one who can see, for a while (and in a dream), the individuals of 
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Castle Rock as a community, the social group that acts as mediator in transactions between 

individuals (Anspach 2002), the group that “needful” things brought into war with itself.  

As Russell (ibid.: 134-35) reminds, there are two exceptions to the rule whereby items sold by 

Gaunt “represent the hidden dreams of the owners and often suggest unfulfilled desires in 

their lives” (ibid.: 135). Polly Chalmers is oppressed by arthritis, and “buys” a pain-relief device. 

Whereas Sheriff Alan Pangborn, Polly’s lover, is obsessed by (and blames himself for) the 

mysterious road accident in which both his wife and son had died. Gaunt makes him watch a 

false videotape of the accident, but Alan, who will finally defeat Gaunt by employing a “trick 

based on misdirection” (Russell 1996: 132) of the kind of those used by his enemy to destroy 

Castle Rock, realizes it is a phony only after Polly has managed to persuade him. Now, Gaunt 

knows from the beginning that Alan will do anything he can to derail his project, and tries to 

set Polly against Alan by using their own past. Gaunt almost succeeds in convincing her that 

Alan is investigating her dark past, with the precise aim of making her question Alan’s love 

for her. She then recognizes that Gaunt had tricked her (by suddenly realizing that the letter 

she had found announcing that Alan was looking into her past was inaccurate), and convinces 

Alan that Gaunt had tricked him too (the videotape as well was inaccurate in reconstructing 

the accident).  

Like Brian, but differently from other people in Castle Rock, Polly and Alan see through the 

magic played by Gaunt, and realize that the implicit promises of hope, redemption, wealth, 

health, and so on, embedded in “needful” things are shaky, as illusory are “needful” things 

themselves: Alan accepts that he will not solve the mystery of his wife’s accident, and Polly 

that she has to live with her arthritis. It is the force of Polly and Alan’s “lasting relationship 

based on trust” (Russell 1996: 133) that preoccupies Gaunt and induces him to use their own 

past to set one against the other. And it is this same (Maussian in character, the bond being 

more important than the good) force to reverse the temporal orientation of the logic of 

vengeance that Gaunt wanted to impose on them. By discovering the true essence of Gaunt’s 

illusory magic, and going all in on the trust of their relationship, Polly both manages to free 

herself from the burden of an otherwise worrisome past, and to free Alan from his own. 

But even if Alan and Polly win the battle, Gaunt wins the war. He finally distributes weapons, 

and Castle Rock plunges into a Hobbesian war of all against all. All needful things, in the end, 

disappear. We come to know that Gaunt “had begun business many years ago as a wandering 
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peddler”, that he has been selling “the same item over and over and over again” to “needful” 

people (19, 1): “at the end of things … Mr. Gaunt always sold them weapons ... and they always 

bought” (ibid.). There might be some irony here by Stephen King. Reagan reduced transfer 

payments for welfare and social security, assuming that this (and tax reduction) would 

positively impact on incentives to work and save, bringing inflation down and spurring 

growth. But Reaganomics was admittedly a failure (Komlos 2018), and given rising inequality, 

household indebtedness even soared – it was the only way the middle class “could keep up 

with the rising consumption norms of the society” (ibid.: 9). Nor did Reagan reduce budget 

deficits. Spending at the state and local level, in fact, continued to rise – Reagan did not 

eliminate automatic subsidies from the federal government until the recession caused by 

Volcker’s restrictive monetary policies was over, and taxes at these levels could still increase 

temporarily (see Krugman 2012).  

But Military, or “Weaponized” Keynesianism played a fundamental role. Reagan tripled the 

debt between 1981 and 1989, and destined half of the increase to the military. In an economic 

system that “no longer gives any weight to the value of usefulness, it is the merchant who 

must contend with society’s greatest problem, that of forging what was once an automatic 

link between producer and user” (Godbout and Caillé 1998: 154): producing weapons is one of 

the most efficient ways of coping with secular stagnation. In Reagan’s philosophy, weapons 

are of paramount importance: “our nation was built and civilized by men and women who 

used guns in self-defence and in pursuit of peace” (Reagan 1975). “Property is a responsibility 

– it must be protected” (15, 7), says one of Gaunt’s customer in Needful Things while receiving 

an automatic pistol. “Protect yourself! Protect your property” (17, 7), echoes Gaunt while 

giving a similar item to Hugh Priest.  

 

5. Conclusions  

Stephen King’s Needful Things can appeal to social scientists for several reasons. A 

“traditional” but innovative horror novel (evil comes from supernatural powers, “but Castle 

Rock is destroyed by human violence”, Russell, 1996: 138), Needful Things is not only a satire 

of the social philosophy of Reaganomics, but also a dystopian representation of consumer 

societies with their contradictions, that King takes to their extremes. Polly Chalmers offers 

the most succinct synopsis of the book: “there was a sale. The biggest going-out-of-business 
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sale you ever saw … but in the end, some of us decided not to buy” (23, 18). At the sale “of the 

century”, to be sold is the “short” twentieth century (Hobsbawm 1994), the epoch when we 

considered the state and political institutions as guardians of civilisation and guarantors of 

social welfare, which ends, on the contrary, with severely undermined confidence in the state 

itself, free-market capitalism operating fundamentally unchecked.  

In effect, the virtual laboratory of Needful Things illustrates the radical consequences of 

neoliberalism: Russell (1996: 135) remarks that in the novel, when social structures “begin to 

fall apart, King shows how ineffective the traditional supports of a community can be”. It is 

however to be noted that such traditional supports, “the organizations we trust to maintain 

society” (ibid.), are exactly those that a neoliberal society tends to suppress because they “may 

impede pure market logic”, to borrow from Bourdieu (1998). It is not King who “does not see 

much hope for society” (Russell 1996: 135): rather, Gaunt’s shop is the last resort of a neoliberal 

project which has gone too far, and explicitly aims at the destruction of collectives.   

In this regard, Strengell (2005: 222) notes that King’s novels seem all characterized by a sort 

of “sociological determinism” – institutions moulding individuals’ behavior – which would 

also be responsible for the moralistic tone employed in describing how residents take (bad) 

decisions. Evil fills a void, Strengell (ibid.: 223) observes, “created by the absence of healthy 

personal relationships, responsible government, and a supportive system of religious faith”. 

As Polly notes, however, not everyone buys, and the consumer society described by King is 

also, and primarily, a society wherein consumption itself is called upon to help people fulfil 

desires that, at least in part, directly depend upon the void left by a cultural crisis, and – 

perhaps – would not otherwise find expression. One might also blame Needful Things for 

adopting biased perspective on materialism in treating “things” as surrogates of social 

relations. Anthropologist of consumption Daniel Miller (2008) stresses that the use of the 

“myth” of materialism to criticise laissez-faire capitalism is usually accompanied by adoption 

of a comforting common morality which a priori excludes the possibility that people who 

develop strong relationships with things are the same people who develop strong 

relationships with people, and easily undervalues the “responsibility for creating order and 

cosmology” (ibid.: 293) assigned to individuals and households. But King, writing in 1991, 

wants to explore the boundaries of the new philosophy exalted by Reagan in his public 

remarks – Reagan’s alter ego, Gaunt, is “a malevolent encroachment” who manages to 
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“shatter” a community, “driving the individuals apart and turning into enemies” (King 1999, 

ix). Needful Things is a dystopia, leading to an extreme the tensions that may derive not from 

a trade-off, but from an explicit, radical opposition between social relationships and “needful” 

things – which, contrary to the things that populate the houses of the London street studied 

by Miller (2008; one could mention also George Perec’s novel The Things) are not truly chosen 

by buyers: they rather impose their illusory nature on buyers themselves.  

For sure, Needful Things is a parallel world that appears “existing and plausible, credible even 

in its aspects of disorder and chaos” to the reader’s eye, using Ingrao’s (2001: 10) criterion to 

identify successful novels. In novels, Ingrao continues, individuals are mainly motivated by 

passions; when interests drive their action, they tend to mask and describe them as passions. 

And differently from interests, passions usually require relationships to others. In Needful 

Things, on the contrary, passions require the destruction of such relationships: “needful” 

things, in a consumer society, are thought to be the required vehicles for social climbing, for 

redemption, for giving (new) meaning and sense to one’s life (without even requiring active 

involvement on the part of the buyers, who limit themselves to desire).  

This way, Needful Things helps us address the “basic problem in the social sciences” that 

economics “removed from our perception … namely the existence of extremely destructive 

individual and collective action” (Ingrao 2001: 33). Here too, as any successful novel, Needful 

Things can be regarded as a simulation of selves in the social world (see Mar and Oatley 2008) 

which compels readers not only to experience thoughts, emotions, and forms of social 

interactions related to the events described in the novel, but also to acquire the stock of 

complex social information embedded in how narratives model and abstract the social world. 

Reading Needful Things means critically reflecting upon the emergence and evolution of 

consumer societies, including how we act as “consumers”, that is, how we “put on a particular 

kind of identity and … deal with its contradictions” (Sassatelli 2012: 236). In Needful Things, 

“honor, integrity, self-respect, and innocence”, writes King, are the final items to be sold. In a 

word, the “self”, given that late modernity comes with “a far too autonomous, self-contained, 

self-possessed vision of the self as [the] reference point” of “individual identity” (ibid.: 252). 

Those who, in the novel, do not yield to the imperative of selling one’s self, Polly and Alan, 

are “sovereign of themselves and of their will” (ibid.) because they have the capacity to “exit” 
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the choice made. The possibility to exit (choose not to choose) is the only way of signalling 

their right to autonomous, basically unconstrained, choice.  

But this means that the concept of consumer sovereignty traditionally employed in economics 

needs serious revision. In general, Needful Things incorporates a vision of progress that is 

somehow antithetic to the one outlined by John Maynard Keynes in Economic Possibilities for 

Our Grandchildren (see Carabelli and Cedrini 2011), where the Cambridge economist predicts 

the end of the “economic problem” of material scarcity (finally defeated by “science and 

compound interest”, Keynes 1972: 328) and the advent of a new era, and an Aristotelian “good 

and happy life” with it, when “the arena of the heart and head will be occupied, or reoccupied, 

by our real problems — the problems of life and of human relations, of creation and behaviour 

and religion” (ibid.: xvii). Expanding the economic sphere and putting technological progress 

at the service of growth and accumulation, the neoliberal capitalism of Needful Things 

promises the freedom of, not from, things. The mechanism itself whereby buyers acquire their 

needful thing is remindful of the rising indebtedness (de facto, an endless cycle) that 

necessarily accompanied Reaganomics “to keep up with the rising consumption norms of the 

society” (Komlos 2018: 9) and compensate for the reduction in the maximum tax rate 

(benefitting high income earners).  

But Needful Things also includes a tacit invitation to replace the neoclassical theory of 

consumer choice with the more realistic tenets of the Post Keynesian approach (see Lavoie 

2004), which exhibits the theoretical tools required to deal with those peculiar features of 

consumer societies that King’s novel radicalizes and brings to their extreme: the idea, in 

particular, that needs are not equal, and that there exists a hierarchy of needs (some of them 

must be fulfilled in priority); that needs are separable, that expenditures may follow 

lexicographic ordering, all the more so when moral issues are at stake, and, as a general rule, 

that needs are irreducible. Finally, what all stories in Needful Things remind us, for paradoxical 

as it may seem, is that “decisions and preferences are not made independently of those of 

other agents” (ibid.; 647). That consumption is essentially a social activity, and that the 

problem of identity – which arises in case of discrepancy between committed and displayed 

behaviour (Coşgel 2008) – should have in economics as well (following, among others, Davis 

2010) the undisputed relevance it has in social sciences.  
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