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Horror

caused by less obvious signs of difference or otherness should not be understood as incid-
ental reminders ofsomething psychologically repressed. Instead, they ean best be explained
as a biological defense mechanism that will keep us from interacting and ultimately mating
with an organism which will leave our genes with slim chances of being successfully passed
on. Our fear of heights and our fears of being trapped åre, of course, also fears that make
sense seen from a biological and evolutionary point ofview.

Seeing horror fiction through the lens ofevolutionary psychology is notthe same as reducing
the analyses ofthe texts to a search for anything that resembles a biological threatwhile d\s-
regarding everything else. Horror literature and horror movies have definitely changed and
storylines, symbols and characters, no doubt, reflect the cultural contexts in which they åre
written. But to the reader who is interested in understanding the rushes, the shocks and the
emotional responses which define this specific genre, questions of context, culture and sym-
bols must remain secondary. This reader will claim that all horror literature shares a stable
and unchanging core and that it is the ability to appeal to our basic biological instincts which
makes the horror genre work.

A mirror of human nature - Comprehension check - Watch and
discuss

Watch the first 4:50 of the tv series American Horror Story. Pilote episode "Murder
House". (Netflix oryoutube. com)

Taking your starting points in the thoughts above, explain how the scenes play on our
innate and instinctive fears? Do you believe this way of explaining the effect of horror
fiction ean successfully explain all the feelings you had when watching the scenes?

disreganl(vb)5ebortfra

168

Horror: A mirror of human nature

M. dåsen: The Horror« The Horror! **

?= The Horror! The Horror! - Leading in
Discussion:

^a.^^sss-. -.. ^....,.
How mightthe purpose ofthe article influence the language?
Incouples:

'. s^r^s. '^^-.. ^.^«.
. ne moon-landing in 1969 was notstaged.
. The pyramids in Egypt were not built by aliens.
. ^US government did not plan andorder-the attacks on Septe.ber mh.

; »s^s^s"-«-"-^-
'SS:Smr'""yw"'nMm-ke'°um""^"""-."

2-SSa nothercoupleandpresen^ursPe^toeac. o^bot. o. "v

"^s^^^^s^^^
The three modes ofpersuasion

^^no^^Aristotle identified and de,cribed th. e n
that appeal to; iree modes ofpersuasion

brder to convince the listener
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Emotion, Pathos: A speaker uses pathos when he/she tries to persuade the
audience by referring to emotions. A speaker ean appeal todifferent kinds of
emotions such as sympathy, hate, caring emotions, disgust. These emotions
ean be expressed through the useofwords, the waythe speaker uses his/
her voice and non-verbal expressions such as using hånd gestures and facial
expressions.

Logic or reason. Logos: A speaker uses logos when he/she tries to persuade
through something rational and logical such as statistics, numbers and facts.

4. Which mode of persuasion did you use most in your speech? Think of a question
where you woutd give a difFerent mode ofpersuasion a hjgher priority.

The Horror! The Horror! - Language and grammar
The following extract is taken from the text:

That the spider's status as a repulsive' (or at the very least, fascinating) animal is a
consequence of evolution - spiders, by being dangerous, exerted' a selective" pres-
sure for spider-detection and avoidance" mechanisms in our ancestors (Rakison &
Derringer) - is far more plausible than the notion that spiders become objects of
cultural elaboration and repugnance becausethey symbolizethe vagina, the penis,
the oral-sadistic mother, or-the hairy hånds of masturbation (Carroll, "Nightmare"
22, 24-25).

Noel Carroll: Nightmare and the Horror Film. Film Quarterly 34.3, 1981. In: Mathias Clasen: The
Horror, The Horror. In: The Evolutionary Review, Vol. 1, Nr. -l, 2010. pp. 112-119.

1. Characterize the language. Pay special attention to the length and complexity of
words and sentences, the character ofthe vocabulary etc.

2. Which effect does the language have on you as a reader.
3. Whatisthepurposeofthebrackets?

4. How does your impression ofthe text change ifyou take them away?
5. Return to your written speech - where would you like to insert brackets or foot-

notes to achieve the same effect?

repulsive (adj) frastedende
exert (vb) udøve

Stenrt^la dtsSL-teI^"nte-nomjLe"b^^^^ 50m medf"rer fremme af visse gener ogegenskaber i forskellige arter som eren del afevolutionsteor'ien'.'
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Mac^^A^Sf^^^^-^-9. ^^^^
>r, The Horror. In: The Evolutionary Review, Vol. l, Wr.,, 2ow. 'pp. ̂ 9.

The Horrør! The Horror!
'

sss=^^=ss
^man . ind and neglected- evolutionaryfindmgson'human ̂ ^L^^'^

'

^^^n^!. lt,era?,.study>have. benefitedfromtakin9th^^pta3 tio"n^
St^vol^^!hatJt ^n^ptive'or9an'(Ba;k^^'d^&^
^^z^^^w ^"a''^:'"^^^

3 ^^i?;'d^r^uofhonwshouldbeseenintheirhi^"l. c"lturalcon-
^£^^S^^keiloca'ly. am'w'toricallya)nti;19eM:l:;»^Nonetheless. horror varies within B veo< narrow range'becaus^here'a^onlyB s^Zensy

detection (sb) opdagelse
ayoidance (sb) u'ndvTgelse
S,ta^'bteJal}.plauslbel/rime"9/sa"d5Y"lig

r (sb) overvejelse...
repugnance (sb) væmmelse/modvilie
mease{
malevolentfadjfond'
devour(yb)fortære/spise
invoke(Yb)henvise(ti1)/nedkalde

ignorere/se bort fra

ES33?^^s^90pfatte'se
mil

invoke (vb) henvise (tWnedta'Me
contingent (adj) her: reiaterbare'
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ways to^efFectively scare the human animal. The genre displays' a certain uniformity',
one which is easily and frequently overlooked by critics and commentators who åre
intent on unveiling the cultural or subconscious fears and anxieties which have meta-
morphosed" into monsters. A purely constructivist account of horror fiction cannot
explain why horror fiction generally travets well in space - why western teenagers åre
scared witless by Japanese and Korean horror movies, for instance. And a Freudian
approach, based on false ideas about human nature, ean explain little, ifanything at alt

What Is Horror?

4 Horrorfiction is the kind offiction that is designed to scare or disturb ils audiénce, and
thelabel covers two sub-categories: supernatural horror fiction, which uses supernat-
ural props such as ghosts, curses and non-natural monsters and takes place in narrat-
ive universes which åre to some degree counter-empirical'; and psychological horror
fiction, which is largely mimetic' (if often melodramatic or romantiG). Sometimes the
categories åre indistinct: the work is characterized by an ontological" ambiguity",
wherein the reader (and often the characters) wavers" between a naturalistic'and a
supernatural explanation, e.g.. Henry James's The Tum oftheScrew.

s Even as horror is not defined according to content but rather affectively' (in terms of
intended audience reaction), a limited stock of situations and characters makes up
most horror stories. As the historian David). Skal has observed, "very littlé about the
undertving structure of horror images really changes, though our cultural uses for
them åre... shape-changing" (23). How ean we account for the faet that a genre which
is supposed to be, in the words ofthe critic Douglas E. Winter, "a progressive form of
fiction, one that evolves to meet the fears and anxieties of its times" is so obsessed
with a fewthemes and figures? Presumably', it is because certain things (e.g. darkness,
death, malevolent ghosts, humanoid predators) åre scarier than othere. But why? Why
is darkness scary? And why åre monsters, vampires, ghouls, and ghosts?

display (vb) udvise
unifbrmity (sb) ensartethed
metamorphose (vb) forandre

S^^^^^SiS^S^'edlæserenserfar"'germedvirke"9heden
ontological (ad[) ontologisk/faktisk eksisterende"
ambiguityfsb) flertydighed
waver(vb) svinge

iher:felelsesbaseret
presumably (adv) antagelsesvis
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TheOriginsof Horror
.

'

^^S^^n^m. f^lesviatheGothic;o;e^^^S
SS3=É^^S^

^^^ra^er're-. notthechan(:e"produrtofa""""^^;

rimal-emotion" (17).

OrthodoxApproaches to Horror Fiction: Constructivism .
8 fKl^^^F^'. fi^n;mplicit!y or expHcitly P'ace ̂  ".rth af

'SS^ESS^=^

concurremlyfadv) sideløbende
folklore (sb)'folklore/saan
chart (vbfkortlægge/sp'ore
chance (adj)tilfeTdig
aaertfvb) hævde
prirnal (adj) ur-
genesis (sb)ftldsel
precuraorfsb) forløber
swh^r^eA^y,^lkam.oufleret S3rbart °mrade

undergravende
yenue_(sb)skueplads/s'ted
hencdurthfadv) fremefter
fortuitous(adj)tilfæTdTg~
inadequate(adj)utilstrækklig
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... And Psychoanalysis

'° The Freudian approach to horror fiction, on the other hånd, appears to me not only
inadequate but false, simply because orthodox psychoanalytical theory has not been
borne out by scientific investigation. In 1996, Edward Erwin noted that approximately
1,500 Freudian experiments had been conducted over six decades, yet "the amount of
confirmation of distinctly Freudian hypotheses is close to zero" (294).

" The classical tocus' for Freudian horror scholars is Freud's essay °The Uncanny" from
1919. In his discussion of "the uncanny," a category which encompasses' horror stor-
ies, Freud claimed thatthe uncanny experience ''arises' either when repressedchild-
hood complexes åre revived by some impressjon, or when primitive beliefs that have
been surmountei/ appear to be once again confirmed" (155). Thus, the basic Freudian
approach to horror stories is to uncover the repressed elements, the infantile com-
plexes or culfural repressions, which åre disguised as for example supernatural mon-
sters (e.g. Wood). In this analysis, horror stories åre not really about monsters and
ghosts at all; those åre mere symbols or symptoms to be penetrated" in arder to deal
with repressed materials.

u Freudian horror study claims a mostly unwarranted" crypto-sexual", perverse dimen-
sion to the genre. For example, Elaine Showalter reads Stevenson's Drfekyll and Mr
Hydeas a "fable offin-de-siécle' homosexual panic, the discovery and resistance of
the homosexual self (107). This, surely, is a historicist-psychosexual reading gone
utterty berserk. To anyone but a high-strung" Freudian critic, would the factthat Hyde
travets in "chocolate-brown fog" "be suggestive of anality and anal intercourse" (113)?

Freudian approaches, like the historicist ones, look behind the literal level of horror
fictions to find the power and significance ofthe work. Both approaches åre invblved
in a process ofdiscovery of locating some meaning which, at first sight, is bidden to
the uninitiated beholder; both require some extraneous" knowledge (psychoanalysis
is more esoteric, requiring an altogether more arcane' body of knowledge). However,

borneout (vb) bekræftet/understøttet
locus (sb) udgangspunkt/omdrejningspunkt
encompass (vb) indbefatter
anse (vb) opstå
sunnount (vb) overvinde
penetrate (vb) gennemtræni
unwarranted (adj) ubegrundet/uberettii
crypto- (prefix) skjult/hemmeli(
flnde siecle (adj) fra slutningen af århundredet fra fransk og refererende til si
utterly (adv) helt og aldeles
high-stning (adj) hysterisk
be suggestive »f lede tankerne hen pi
uninitiated (adj) uindviede/uden forudgående kendskab
beholder (sb) betragter
extraneous (adj) udefrakommende
esoteric (adj) indforstået
arcane (adj) mystisk/uforståelig
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^^^'s'^.^'s^^. '1^^'^
thepicture. ~ "''""."" 1°"L"'C;> ana comP'exes, is to miss a very important part of

EvolutionaryStudiesof Horror Firtion

" ssss^:^^s^=.
" ^'."»^SS^/^T^r;.-'"'"'.-^'^-- -«

FearandAnxiety

^^^^^^^. ^^^^
-answe^^^^^^^^^^^

^^^wm"m9er
advanced(vb) her: fremsat
inhentance(sb)arv
conceptionfsb) opfattelse

^d.a^nlrrterre°S mindre/Si °P°9 "ed i popularitet

dBtinrtfadpklai/tydeiig
»restiende

^cpe%Æmnatednisl""'serygmarvsreakti°"
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254). Ifwe jump at a shadow and run away, we might expend unnecessary energy. If
we don'tjump and run, we might get eaten.

'7 Fearhasa rangeofcharacteristicphysical symptoms (250-1), and it stands to reason
thatthe reaction elicited' by an efFective horror story is qualitativelysimilartothat eli-
cited by a real threat from e.g. a predator. Cinematic horror is probably more efficient
in causing outright fear and startle responses, whereas literary horror is usually more
dependent pn less violent-if no less powerful - emotions such as dread and anxiety.

'« "Fears and phobias fall into a short and universal list, " as Steven Finker notes. These
include snakes, spiders, "heights, storms, large carnivores, darkness, blpod, strangers,
confinement, deep water, social scrutiny, and leaving home alpne. " The "common
thread is obvious. These åre the situations that put our evotutionary ancestors in
dånger" (386). And what's more, many ofthe items on Pinker's list pose no threat to
urban dwellers. The lifetime odds of dying from "contact with venomous snakes and
lizards" in the US åre 1 in 544, 449, whereas the lifetime oddsofdying from a transport
accident åre 1 in 79 ("Odds of Dying"). And yet car-phobia is virtually nonexistent. Matt
Ridley is surely right that it "defies common sense not to see the handiwork of evolu-
tion here: the human brain is pre-wired' to learn fears that were of relevance in the

Stone Age" (194). That the spider's status as a repulsive (or at the very least, fascinat-
ing) animal is a consequence of evolution - spiders, by being dangerous, exerted a
selective pressure for spider-detection and avoidance mechanisms in our ancestors
(Rakison & Derringer) - is far more plausible than the notion that spiders become
objects of cultural elaboration and repugnance because they symbolize the vagina,
the penis, the oral-sadistic mother, or "the hairy hånds of masturbation" (Carroll,
"Nightmare" 22, 24-25).

Monsters

" To get at the reality of horror, we have to embrace the monster. Some monster or mon-
strous entity' dominates virtually all horror fiction. That's true even when the ontolo-
gical status ofthe monster is ambiguous", as it is for example is Shirley Jackson's The
Haunting ofHill House, when it is not witnesséd at all, as in The Blair Witch Project, or
when some sort of supernaturat, homicidal agency is just intimated', as in the Final
Destination series. The monster is of course threatening but also "impure" (Carroll,
Philosophy 42-3). It is very aften disgusting as well as frightening. Long before Pasteur
disævered the germ theory ofdisease, our instinctive repulsion forfeces and decom-
posing corpses protected us from infectious diseases (Curtis et al. 131).

elicit (yb) fremkalde/forarsage
pre-wired (adj) sat op/konstrueret (til)
entity (sb) enheder/væsener
ambiguous (adj) flertydig
intimate (vb) antyde
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Ĥybrid Horrors

^
ogpefsb) kæmpe
fangs (sb) hugtænder
predation(sb)rovdyrsadfærd

landingsegenskab
brimfvb) flyde over med"

hen'fbrskudte'/forandrede
enthy (sb) enh'eder/væsener'
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23 Atpha predators åre scary in their own right, but spiders and snakes, so remote from
the human hnorph, offer special opportunities to the artist of horror. Stephen King's It
contains a spider which is "perhaps fifteen feet high" (1029). Consider the Kali-mon-
ster in Dan Simmons' Sang of Kali, which "crouched on six limbs like some huge and
hairless spider, " and whose impossibly long tongue slides out "like a questing ser-
pent" (202). And in Blatty's The Exorcist, possessed Regan descends a staircase: "Glid-
ing spiderlike, rapidly, close behind [her mother], her body arched backward in a bow
with her head almost touching her feet... hertongueflicking quickly in and out of her
mouth while she hissed' sibilantly' like a serpent" (135). Likewise, the Lovecraftian cos-
mic terrors in Stephen King's "N." have "flattened snakehead[s]" (196) and "snake-
eyes" (201; and see Cooke).

Why Horror?

u Like most other mammatian" infants, human children love to play and explore the lim-
its oftheir abilities, and it seems that play and exploration behavioris adaptive in that
functions as training (Spinka, Newberry & BekofF). Likewise, seeking out horrible stor-
ies may be a way of"pushing the outside ofthe envelope," in Tom Wolfe's term. Steven
Finker notes that pushing the envelope "is a powerful motive. Recreation , and the
emotion called "exhilaration", ' come from enduring' relatively safe events that look
and feel like ancestral dangers" (389). And horror stories do seem to be related to
thrilling childhood games. As any parent knows, toddlers love games that åre just a
little bit scary (hide-and-seek, peek-a-boo, etc.), and the typical playground is basic-
ally an assortment of low-grade thrill-rides where children ean test and push their
own limits. Conceivably, horror fiction is an emotional jungle gym, the mental version
ofextreme sports.

25 Not.everybody enjoys horror fiction, however, and a preference for seeking out scary
entertainmentappearsto be greater in adolescence, the period where especially boys
åre pronetorisk-taking "show-ofF" behavior(cf. Kruger& Nesse). That, atleast, would
go some way toward explaining social horror rituals like cinema screenings. Moreover,
personality differences åre likely to play a significant role (Zuckerman).

ss Everybody likes a well-told story, though, and it is important to remember that horror
fiction is just that: stories. A horror story readily accommodates" any number of non-
horrific sub-plots and characters, and just like some people like to spice up their carne
with chili, some people like their fictions hot. It would appear that our love of safe

hiss (vb) hvæse
sibilantly (adv) hvislende
mammalian (adj) pattedyrs-
recreation (sb) adspredelse
exhilaration (sb)
endure (vb) udholde
accommodate (vb) rumme
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thnlls is a natura! instinct, a way to practice for the exigencies- of existence, c

" Math^sclasen is a phD student at *e Department of English, University of Aarhus,
^rlla ff'l!atedresearch scholar at lnterdisciplinary Evolutionary'Studies;'University"of
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