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Everything monstrous happening in the world has an ancient ancestry. The
monster is intrinsic while our awareness of the monster has evolved. [1]
Monsters must be examined within the intricate matrix of relations (social,
cultural, and literary-historical) which generate them. A mixed category, the
monster resists any classification built on hierarchy....The monstrous is a
genus too large to be encapsulated in any conceptual system. [2]
I have always supposed that the universal and the particular are
compatible, that grounding in a particular historical and cultural matrix is
inevitable and could not conceivably be in conflict with universal
principles. [3]

INTRODUCTION: HORROR FILM MONSTERS

What, if anything, do the monsters of horror cinema have in common,
besides the fact that they are not real? They may be human—just think
of Norman Bates, Leatherface, or Hannibal Lechter—but they are not
real, in the sense of experientially real. They may even be non-fictional—
just think of Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer (1990), a film about real-life
mass murderer Henry Lee Lucas—but that still doesn't make them real
(the Henry of the film is just an actor, Michael Rooker, pretending to be
Henry Lee Lucas). [4]
So the monsters of horror cinema are depictions of monsters,
representations of monsters. But what else are they, as a group? Perhaps

nothing: after all, Dracula, Jaws, the Thing (both versions), Carrie,
Chucky, Freddy Kreuger, and the rest are a fairly diverse lot, to say the
least. According to horror film expert Mark Jancovich, "Different groups
will represent the monstrous in different ways and representations will
develop historically." [5] In her book Skin Shows: Gothic Horror and the
Technology of Monsters, Judith Halberstam makes almost exactly the
same claim: "The body that scares and appalls changes over time, as do
t h e individual characteristics that add up to monstrosity, as do the
preferred interpretations of monstrosity." [6] Can't we say of them this
much at least, that their primary purpose is to horrify viewers? Sure, they
don't always succeed—lots of times they fail—but isn't it the fact that
they try that makes them horror film monsters? The dinosaurs of Jurassic
Park may or may not be depictions of monsters, but Jurassic Park isn't a
horror movie, and the dinosaurs aren't intended to horrify us. We may
feel terror at the sight of a Tyrannosaurs Rex tearing some guy apart, but,
to quote Stanley Cavell, "terror is of violence, of the violence I might do or
that might be done me. I can be terrified of thunder, but not horrified by
it." [7]
This is all, of course, to highlight the question, "What is horror?" And
that is a very big question indeed. In 1919, Freud published a paper in
which he characterizes the "uncanny" as that which "arouses dread and
horror...certain things which lie within the class of what is
frightening." [8] Now defining uncanniness in terms of horror obviously
precludes us from defining horror in terms of uncanniness, on pain of
circularity. Nor would our intuitions support any claim to the effect that
these terms are synonymous (most dictionaries define "uncanny"
somewhere along the lines of "eerie," "mysterious," or "seemingly
supernatural"). But if we can at least find some independent reasons for
thinking that psychoanalysis has the tools to explain the timeless appeal
and efficacy of horror fiction, this will justify our use of Freud's theory of
the uncanny to shed light on the nature of horror films, and, by
extension, the nature of horror film monsters.
Such "independent reasons" are readily available. Though sneered at by
the highbrow, largely ignored by mainstream academics, and censured
b y society's self-proclaimed moral guardians, it can hardly be denied
that horror fiction (including cinema) serves a variety of psychological
functions in society. The briefest review will suffice to make the point.
Li ke tragedy, horror promotes emotional catharsis in audiences; like
fantasy, it offers viewers an escape from the tedium of everyday life; like
comedy,
it
provides
a relatively safe (because relatively
disguised/distorted) forum for the expression of socio-cultural fears. All
of this is borne out by the fact that psychoanalysis has produced, by far,
the most common and influential analyses of the horror film to date.
Freud's hypothesis, that a sufficient condition of uncanny experiences is

the return to consciousness of repressed infantile complexes, has been
famously, albeit rather loosely, adopted/adapted by film theorist Robin
Wood: "One might say that the true subject of the horror genre is all that
o u r civilization represses or oppresses." [9] And note too, that the
relationship between psychoanalysis and the horror film is mutually
supportive. As Andrew Tudor points out, "the [horror] genre itself
invokes psychoanalytic considerations, at times borrowing its imagery
from the symbolic apparatus of dream interpretation as well as allowing
fictional characters to advance pseudo-Freudian accounts of their own
and others' motivations." [10]
As we shall see, not everyone is convinced that psychoanalysis has the
resources to provide a satisfactory account of the horror genre. Besides
which, it is possible to invoke psychoanalytic concepts in this context
without focusing on Freud [11], much less his (admittedly sketchy)
theory of the uncanny. [12] To make matters even more complicated,
partly as a result of its sketchiness Freud's theory of the uncanny can be
applied to the horror genre in a number of different ways. But this
multitude of alternatives need not intimidate us, at least not until they
are all shown to be mutually exclusive. To the extent that the account of
horror film monsters presented here is plausible (however one wishes to
cash out the notion of "plausibility"), to that extent will the means used
to arrive at this account be justified.
The thesis to be defended here, in four parts, is as follows: (1)
paradigmatic horror narratives work by reconfirming for audiences
infantile beliefs that were abandoned long ago, such as the belief in the
ability of the dead to return to life; (2) horror film monsters are best
understood as metaphorical embodiments of such narratives. As such,
they are capable of reconfirming surmounted beliefs by their very
presence; (3) these metaphorical embodiments are conceptual, not
merely cinematographic, which is to say that they exist in the mind, not
just on the screen; and (4) although the metaphorical nature of horror
film monsters is psychologically necessary, their surface heterogeneity is
historically and culturally contingent. Not only is it the case that "the
monster is the reification, the embodiment in a symbol, of an
unconscious content in the mind" [13]; it is also the case that "the
monster...is an embodiment of a certain cultural moment—of a time, a
feeling, and a place." [14]
What makes horror film monsters at least potentially horrifying (what
makes them monsters to begin with) is the fact that they metaphorically
embody surmounted beliefs; to the extent that they actually succeed in
horrifying viewers, however, it is because the manner in which they
embody surmounted beliefs is invested with cultural relevance. James
Iaccino, submitting the horror genre to what he calls (following Jung)

"archetypal analysis," arrives at a similar conclusion: "As civilization
progresses to higher stages of consciousness, newer interpretations of
those age-old [horror] myths become necessary so that the links with
humankind's archaic past can be appropriately maintained." [15] Iaccino
thinks it "quite appropriate to refer to the new archetypes as technomyths, reflecting the technological advances that our society has
at t ai n ed " [16]; our "cultural relevance" condition, in contrast,
encompasses not merely the technological, but also the political, racial,
religious, and sexual dimensions of society. And here, what gets reflected
is often anything but an "advance." [17]
This same bias towards the present can be detected in an otherwise
innocuous comment made by Barbara Creed: "The horror film is
populated by female monsters, many of which seem to have evolved
from images that haunted the dreams, myths and artistic practices of
our forbears many centuries ago." [18] Point well taken, but why speak of
changes in the face of the (here, female) monster in evolutionary terms?
At the very least it is misleading to suggest that representations of
monstrosity from ages past can be understood as "primitive" in
comparison with those of today (cf. Iaccino's talk of civilization
progressing to "higher stages of consciousness"). One might put the
point as follows: although the face of the monstrous varies from time to
time, and from place to place, there is no reason to believe that in doing
s o it becomes any more horrific. Placing a value-neutral "cultural
relevance" condition on the efficacy of horror film monsters respects the
fact that change does not always imply advancement. A number of post1960 horror films (e.g. Targets [1967], Martin [1978], The Funhouse [1981],
The Howling [1981], Frightmare [1982], and Popcorn [1991]) have
thematized the impotence of classic monsters when confronting today's
supposedly more "sophisticated" audiences, But it is hard to believe that
Freddy, Jason, Michael, and their contemporaries would have been more
horrifying to pre-1960 audiences than were Dracula, The Wolfman,
Frankenstein's Monster, and the Mummy. [19]
What follows is an attempt to show how a psychoanalytic explanation of
monstrosity in terms of uncanniness may be compatible with a
postmodernist explanation of monstrosity in terms of socio-historical
conditioning. Halberstam is mistaken when she claims that
"monstrosity (and the fear it gives rise to) is historically conditioned
rather than a psychological universal" [20]; when it comes to horror film
monsters, the domains of history and psychology are not mutually
exclusive. By presenting (in broad outline, it must be admitted) a "twotiered" theory of monstrosity, the goal is to blur—if not collapse—the
sharp distinction that is usually made between universalizing accounts
of the horror genre, those assuming "a social ontology wherein human
agents are pre-constituted in key respects," and particularistic accounts,

those assuming a social ontology "centered on active social agents
who...use cultural artifacts as resources in rendering coherent their
everyday lives." [21]
FREUD [22]
(1) Paradigmatic horror narratives work by reconfirming for audiences
infantile beliefs that were abandoned long ago.
In 1906, the German psychologist Ernst Jentsch wrote a paper in which
he hypothesized that the essential factor responsible for the production
of uncanny feelings is intellectual uncertainty, those doubts and
confusions which are liable to arise when we come across something
completely unfamiliar in a foreign ("alien") environment. In his own
paper on the subject, Freud concedes the prima facie plausibility of
Jentsch's view, according to which feelings of uncanniness regarding
objects and events in our immediate surroundings decrease as a
function of our comfort level: the more we feel at home in our
surroundings ("unhomely" is a more precise translation of the German
w o r d "unheimlich," from which the term "uncanny" was originally
derived), the less likely we are to feel frightened there. But Freud's
dissatisfaction with this view surfaces when he calls attention to the fact
that clearly not everything instilling in us a sense of uncanniness is
something we find alien or confusing. Attacking Jentsch on the grounds
that intellectual uncertainty could not be a necessary condition of
uncanny feelings, he urges his readers to resist the temptation "to
conclude that what is uncanny is frightening precisely because it is not
known and familiar." [23]
Freud proceeds by teasing out a secondary (and to some extent
contradictory) meaning of the German word "heimlich"—concealed; kept
from sight; withheld from others so that they cannot get to know of or
about it—a meaning which serves to ground his alternative explanation
of uncanny phenomena, according to which "the uncanny is in reality
nothing new or alien, but something which is familiar and oldestablished in the mind and which has become alienated from it only
through the process of repression." [24] Or as he puts it a little later on: "
[T]he unheimlich is what was once heimlich, familiar; the prefix 'un' is
the token of repression." [25] To support his radical thesis, Freud traces
the most prominent uncanny themes back to infantile sources.
Conceptual connections are established between, for example, womb
phantasies and the terrifying thought of being buried alive, the
castration complex and the shocking sight of a severed limb, the
instinctual compulsion to repeat and the eerie recurrence of unexpected
events.

It is often held that Freud identifies repressed infantile wishes as the sole
source of uncanny feelings. Thus, in his introduction to a casebook on
Gothic literature, Victor Sage claims that "the whole shape of [horror]
fiction for author and reader alike becomes, in Freud's view, a distorted
projection of desire for the womb." [26] Strictly speaking, however, "the
return of the repressed" constitutes only one class of the uncanny. In his
paper, Freud also identifies a second class of uncanny phenomena,
constituted by surmounted beliefs which gain some measure of
validation in either experienced or depicted reality.
In response to something which seems to confirm our long-since
discarded (or so we thought) beliefs in the ability of the dead to return
to life, the omnipotence of thoughts, and the existence of a double, we
get a feeling of uncanniness: "we have surmounted these modes of
thought; but we do not feel quite sure of our new beliefs, and the old
ones still exist within us, ready to seize upon any confirmation." [27]
Here, what has been relegated to the unconscious is a belief in the reality
of a particular ideational content, rather than a particular ideational
content itself.
Admittedly, the "the reconfirmation of the surmounted" sounds less
elegant than "the return of the repressed"; nevertheless, the former too
occupies a position of central importance in Freud's theory of the
uncanny. Tudor denies this, citing for support Freud's remark that only
the class of uncanny phenomena constituted by repressed infantile
complexes is guaranteed equal efficacy in fiction and reality. [28] But just
because surmounted beliefs do not necessarily engender the same degree
of uncanny feeling when they are reconfirmed in fiction as opposed to
reality, this does not mean they never manage to do so. Quite the
contrary. According to Freud, so long as a certain "conflict of judgment"
condition on this class of the uncanny is satisfied, the intensity of feeling
evoked will be the same—if not greater—in the depicted world. (We shall
have more to say about this "conflict of judgment" condition below.)
Freud does, however, view repressed infantile complexes as the more
fundamental class of uncanny phenomenon. Thus, "when we consider
that primitive beliefs are most intimately connected with infantile
complexes, and are, in fact, based on them, we shall not be greatly
astonished to find that the distinction is often a hazy one." [29] In both
classes,
uncanny feeling—as opposed to, say, mere intellectual
recognition (of the ideational content, of the reconfirmed belief)—gets
produced the same way. Briefly, it is a tenet of psychoanalytic theory
that anxiety is the cause of repression. Therefore, with the unexpected
return to consciousness of some previously repressed ideational content
comes all of the latent anxiety. And the same holds for the
reconfirmation of primitive beliefs "intimately connected with...and...in

fact, based on" that same ideational content.
Freud's qualification of "haziness" aside, the crucial points to keep in
mind here are (i) that a distinction between primitive beliefs and
infantile complexes does exist, and (ii) that despite the "intimate
connection" between them (the former are in some sense parasitic on
the latter), this distinction is still capable of being made. Contra Victor
Sage, desire for the womb does not shape the whole of horror fiction
according to Freud. And contra Robin Wood, the true subject of horror
cinema may be less "the struggle for recognition of all that our
civilization represses or oppresses" than the struggle for validation of all
that our civilization disavows or denies.
(2) Horror film monsters are best understood as metaphorical
embodiments of paradigmatic horror narratives, and as such, are capable
of reconfirming surmounted beliefs by their very presence.
In a recent article, Ivan Ward calls for a distinction between "the
narratives of [cinematic] horror and the images." [30] Following Freud,
one might begin to effect such a distinction by associating the most
disturbing images of horror cinema with the return to consciousness of
previously repressed ideational content, and by associating the most
frightening narratives of horror cinema with the confirmation in
depicted
reality of previously surmounted beliefs. One perhaps
surprising consequence of this approach is that the overwhelming
majority of horror film monsters turn out to be not so much literal
manifestations of paradigmatic uncanny images as metaphorical
embodiments of paradigmatic uncanny narratives. Such a view diverges
sh arp ly from the one endorsed by a number of contemporary
psychoanalytic-minded theorists, namely, the view that horror film
monsters represent in various ways male fears of castration. [31]
On the "surmounted belief model" proposed here, the stars of classic
reanimation tales—mummies, zombies, the Frankenstein monster—can
be viewed as more or less distinct embodiments of our surmounted
belief in the ability of the dead to return to life; a belief which, subject to
certain conditions, gets reconfirmed by their very presence. Freud
himself lends support in favor of this hypothesis: "many people
experience the [uncanny] feeling in the highest degree in relation to...the
return of the dead, and to spirits and ghosts." [32] Again, the stars of
classic counterpart tales—doppelgangers, werewolves, murderous alteregos (á la Mr. Hyde)—can be viewed as more or less distinct
embodiments of our surmounted belief in the existence of a double (a
psychological invention which provides infants with insurance against
the threat of death and/or the destruction of the ego). [33]

In The Omen, there is a memorable scene in which a large sheet of plate
glass flies out from the back of a moving truck and decapitates someone,
all as a result of demonic intervention. Although there is a minimum of
gore, we are left with a disturbing image of the victim's head spinning
end over end in mid-air. If what has been claimed here so far is correct,
t h e effectiveness of this scene results primarily (though perhaps not
solely) from its success in bringing back to consciousness the content of
repressed infantile castration complexes (or their female equivalents).
[34] The same holds true for all those scenes in which spectacle takes
precedence over storyline. But in order to understand what makes
Damien, the monstrous devil-child of The Omen, himself so disturbing,
we need to ask which paradigmatic horror narrative (or narratives) he
metaphorically embodies, and so which surmounted belief (or beliefs)
his presence reconfirms for viewers. Considering Damien's uncanny
ability to cause death in all manner of indirect ways, a preliminary
answer would be that he metaphorically embodies a paradigmatic
"psychic" narrative, thereby reconfirming our previously surmounted
belief in the omnipotence of thought. Insofar as his birth signifies the
return of Satan, however, he may also be said to metaphorically embody
a paradigmatic reincarnation narrative, thereby reconfirming our
previously surmounted belief in the ability of dead souls to return to life.
(Like many of his monstrous cohorts, Damien is a mixed metaphor.)
As was noted earlier, not all horror film monsters manage to fulfill their
primary purpose. Tudor, in presenting his case against universalizing
accounts of horror cinema, stresses the fact that "precisely the same
representation of a monster can be found frightening, repulsive,
hideous, pitiful, or laughable by audiences in different social
circumstances and at different times." [35] Of course, the degree to
which a monster succeeds in horrifying viewers is, to a large extent, a
matter of age, personal history, and taste (or lack thereof). But there is a
further aspect of Freud's theory which may help to explain the fact that,
although two (or more) monsters can metaphorically embody the same
surmounted belief, this by no means guarantees that both (or all) of
them will successfully engender feelings of uncanniness/horror.
Freud makes an important distinction in his paper between the
experienced uncanny and the depicted uncanny. As noted above, with
respect to that class of uncanny phenomena stemming from repressed
infantile complexes, it makes little difference whether the return to
consciousness takes place in real life or in fiction. We are as apt to feel a
sense of horror reading about a dismemberment, for example, as we are
actually witnessing one (although there can be little doubt that actually
witnessing a dismemberment would be more traumatizing than merely
reading about one).

With respect to that class of uncanny phenomena proceeding from
surmounted beliefs, however, the domain in which reconfirmation takes
place makes a huge difference. In everyday life, a reconfirmation of that
which has been surmounted almost always produces uncanny feelings.
In fiction, however, such feelings do not arise unless there is a palpable
"conflict of judgment" regarding the possibility of reconfirmation in reality.
What we must believe, in spite of our "better" (mature, conditioned,
rational) judgment, is that the objects or events being depicted really
could exist or happen. But note: this is not to say that what we must
believe, in spite of our better judgment, is that the objects (events) being
depicted really do exist (really are happening). [36]
In reading works of fiction, "we adapt our judgment to the imaginary
reality imposed on us by the writer." [37] This applies to works of film, as
well. In the animistic worlds depicted in fantasy ("sword-and-sorcery")
cinema, for example, there is nothing uncanny or otherwise horrifying
ab ou t the reconfirmation of infantile beliefs in the omnipotence of
thought and the prompt fulfillment of wishes; according to Freud, this is
because most of us are well aware of the fact that curses, charms, magic
spells, and the like are regular, everyday events in the Fantasy Universe.
Freud's "conflict of judgment" condition thus goes a long way towards
explaining why, when we watch horror films starring Dracula,
Frankenstein's monster, or the Wolfman today, it often feels instead like
we are watching R-rated fairy tales. Although the traditional/canonical
monsters of horror cinema are just as threatening as they used to be, our
overfamiliarity with the fictional worlds these monsters inhabit has
rendered ineffective their efforts to horrify, since they no longer
engender in us the requisite conflict of judgment. That is not to say that
t h e narratives these monsters metaphorically embody have ceased
serving as a source of uncanniness; rather, it is to say that the manner in
which these narratives are metaphorically embodied has become
outdated. [38]
Three recent trends in horror cinema can be viewed as attempts to
sidestep, at least temporarily, this critical problem of audience
overfamiliarity. One is the introduction of ever more bizarre, alien,
and/or inchoate monsters (e.g. those in Event Horizon [1997], Mimic
[1997], and Phantoms [1998]), monsters whose sheer novelty is supposed
t o overcome the conventionality of the fictional worlds they inhabit. A
second is the creative merging of realistic serial killers with demonic,
other-wordly forces, in films such as Exorcist III (1990), T h e Frighteners
(1996), and Fallen (1998). Here, the writer/director "betrays us to the
superstitiousness which we have ostensibly surmounted; he deceives us
by promising to give us the sober truth, and then after all overstepping
it." [39] And a third is the extreme self-reflexivity of neo-stalker films
such as Scream (1996), Scream 2 (1997), and Halloween H2O (1998). In

these movies, survival depends not only on knowing the conventions of
modern horror cinema, but on figuring out how to use that knowledge in
order to break free of these conventions. Concomitant with the latter, of
course, is a renewed opportunity for audiences to have a conflict of
judgment.
Herein lies a Freudian answer to the question how horror film monsters
are able to horrify, considering the fact that audiences are fully aware of
their fictional status. Because a belief in the legitimate possibility of
reconfirmation is enough to produce a conflict of judgment, a belief in
t h e actual existence of horror film monsters (or the paradigmatic
narratives they metaphorically embody) is not necessary to generate
feelings of uncanniness/horror. Noel Carroll, in his provocative study,
The Philosophy of Horror; or Paradoxes of the Heart (1990), fails to note
this difference between actual and possible existence beliefs. Wisely
rejecting the blanket assumption that "we are only moved emotionally
where we believe that the object of our emotion exists," Carroll goes too
far in the other direction, claiming (i) that "the thought of a fearsome
and disgusting character like Dracula is something that can be
entertained without believing that Dracula exists," and (ii) that "thought
contents we entertain without believing them can genuinely move us
emotionally." [40]
By itself, (i) is utterly harmless. But combined with (ii), it is simply
mistaken. The mere entertaining in one's mind of a horror film monster
is insufficient to generate fear; at the very least, it renders the production
of such an emotional response either mysterious or irrational. Unless a
belief in the possible existence of such a being (however fleeting this
belief may be), is presupposed by the activity of entertaining, there is
nothing—certainly nothing rational—for the fear to latch on to. We may
agree with Carroll's so-called "Thought-Theory of Emotional Responses
to Fiction" [41] when it comes to the "return of the repressed" class of
uncanny phenomena. But that is just because, what generates the
uncanniness/horror here is a return to consciousness of some particular
i d eat i onal content—and nothing else. When it comes to the
"reconfirmation of the surmounted" class of uncanny phenomena,
where most horror film monsters are to be found, possession of a
possible (not an actual) existence belief is required for the necessary
conflict of judgment to occur.
Let me diverge for a moment to respond to an objection raised by Carroll
against the bringing to bear of psychoanalytic considerations in analyses
of the horror genre. Near the end of his book, Carroll takes aim at Wood's
return of the repressed argument: "it is not clear to me that
monsters...much touch any infantile traumas or repressed wishes or
anxieties." [42] After citing as a "pertinent counterexample" the man—

and woman—eating cephalods from H.G. Wells' short story The Sea
Raiders—monsters he claims are wholly lacking in latent psychic content
—Carroll concludes that "the psychoanalytic reduction of horrific
creatures to objects of repression is not comprehensive for the genre; not
all horrific creatures portend psychic conflict or desire." [43] His own,
non-psychoanalytic characterization of horror film monsters invokes the
work of noted anthropologist Mary Douglas, who attributes feelings of
disgust and aversion to apparent transgressions or violations of cultural
categories: "given a monster in a horror story, the scholar can ask in what
ways it is categorically interstitial, contradictory (in Douglas's sense),
incomplete, or formless. ...monsters...are unnatural relative to a culture's
conceptual scheme of nature. They do not fit the scheme; they violate
it." [44]
Freud's central claim, that feelings of uncanniness result either from a
return of the repressed or from a reconfirmation of the surmounted, is
glossed by Carroll as follows: "To experience the uncanny...is to
experience something that is known, but something the knowledge of
which has been hidden or repressed." [45] Not bad for a start, but what
about the experience of something the belief in which has been
abandoned or surmounted? In light of what has been said thus far, it
should be evident that by identifying repressed infantile complexes as
the sole source of uncanniness/horror in psychoanalytic theory, Carroll is
guilty of the same mistake as Victor Sage (and perhaps Robin Wood, as
well). But Carroll goes on to make the additional mistake of throwing the
baby out with the bathwater, taking the inadequacy of the return of the
repressed argument as a reason to reject all psychoanalytic accounts of
the horror genre (though he concedes that "psychoanalysis nevertheless
may still have much to say about particular works, subgenres, and cycles
within horror" [46] ).
Because he ignores the "reconfirmation of the surmounted" class of
uncanny phenomena, Carroll is tempted by an explanation of
monstrosity which, at the end of the day, amounts to little more than an
anthropologically-informed recapitulation of the Jentschian position so
soundly defeated by Freud in his 1919 paper. According to Carroll,
"monsters are not only physically threatening; they are cognitively
threatening. They are threats to common knowledge. ...monsters are in a
cert ain sense challenges to the foundations of a culture's way of
thinking." [47] This appeal to "cognitive threat" as the source of our
simultaneous fascination and disgust with horrific monsters is
reminiscent of Jentsch's appeal to "intellectual uncertainty" as the
source of our feelings of uncanniness:
Most people...incorporate the new and the unusual with mistrust, unease
and even hostility... This can be explained to a great extent by the difficulty

of establishing quickly and completely the conceptual connections that the
object strives to make with the previous ideational sphere of the individual
—in other words, the intellectual mastery of the new thing. [48]

As a perhaps unsuspecting neo-Jentschian, Carroll's position is open to a
revised version of Freud's original criticism: since not every monster that
successfully instills in us a sense of horror or uncanniness is
"categorically interstitial,...incomplete, or formless," cognitive threat
could not be a necessary condition of uncanny feelings.
Even if we accept Carroll's highly counterintuitive claim, that horror film
monsters must be "of either a supernatural or a sci-fi origin," [49] and so
agree not to count against him the plethora of realist horror film
monsters such as Norman Bates, Leatherface, and Jerry Blake (of
Stepfather fame), cognitive threat-qua-categorical interstitiality still
seems inessential. The entire class of psychic monsters (which includes
Carrie, Patrick [50], and the eponymous "Scanners"), in fact, tells against
the necessity of this condition. [51] Carroll's ulterior motive in analyzing
t h e ontological status of horror film monsters is to distinguish the
emotion of "art-horror" from that of (presumably, "art-") fear. This leads
him to regard horror film monsters as both "threatening and impure. If
the monster were only evaluated as potentially threatening, the emotion
would [simply] be fear." [52] We shall leave it an open question whether
Carroll's strategy here works; for our purposes, it suffices to note (i) that
his analysis most naturally fits the class of reincarnated monsters, whose
members obviously transgress cultural categories due to their "living
dead" status; and (ii) that his analysis only works for other kinds/classes
of monsters if we apply the notion of categorical interstitiality with
generous ad hoc breadth. Clearly, an alternative analysis is warranted.
That said, it is highly unlikely that every horror film monster, much less
every monster in the whole of horror fiction, can be understood solely in
terms of the "reconfirmation of the surmounted." Some of them—e.g.
the Headless Horseman and the Beast With Five Fingers (a severed hand
with a mind of its own)—may strike us as falling squarely within the
"return of the repressed" category. And let us grant Carroll, at least for the
sake of argument, that Wells' cephalods are frightening primarily because
they are cognitively threatening. Even if we allow for a minority of
monsters who correspond neither to repressed infantile complexes nor
to surmounted infantile beliefs, however, would this be such a bad thing
so far as our overall project is concerned? After all, one of the major
criticisms levied against psychoanalytic theory in general, and its
application to the horror genre in particular, is its propensity for selfconfirmation. [53]
The account of horror film monsters presented here is not intended to

serve as a strict, much less an "essential," definition; rather, it is
intended to serve as an interpretive tool for the understanding and
construction of cinematic representations of monstrosity. As such, it can
withstand the pressure of a few prima facie counterexamples. [54] Near
the end of his paper, Freud himself cautions that "we must be prepared
to admit that there are other elements besides those which we have so
far laid down as determining the production of uncanny feelings." [55]
And if Freud can admit of "other elements," we certainly can too.
LAKOFF
(3) Horror film monsters are conceptual, not merely cinematographic,
metaphors.
It is one thing for metaphors to appear in a literary work; is it another
thing (or perhaps no thing) for metaphors to appear in a cinematic work?
Although not all theorists agree that the "metaphorical transformation of
ideas exists in film," [56] Trevor Whittock, in an influential study,
concludes that metaphor can come from the "role [of an image] in the
thematic or narrative development of the film,...its place in social beliefs
or customs, even its cultural and historical setting." [57] If horror film
monsters really are metaphorical embodiments of paradigmatic uncanny
narratives, and their role really is to reconfirm previously surmounted
beliefs by their very presence, then what we need now is a theory of
metaphor which can support and help to explicate this phenomenon.
George Lakoff has provided copious and convincing evidence for the
view that "the locus of metaphors is not in language at all," [58] but in
thought. According to Lakoff, metaphors function by facilitating an
understanding of one conceptual domain in terms of another, usually
m o r e concrete conceptual domain. Take the familiar LOVE IS A JOURNEY
metaphor: here, entities from the "target domain" of love (e.g. lovers,
their common goals, the love relationship) are understood in terms of
entities from the "source domain" of traveling (travelers, destinations,
t h e vehicle used to get there). This explains the ease with which we
traffic in such metaphorical expressions as "their relationship is going
nowhere," "they're stuck in the slow lane," and "she's got control of the
wheel." The ontological correspondences constituting the LOVE IS A JOURNEY
metaphor, and thousands of others, are tightly structured, insofar as
target domain entities typically preserve the logical features of (and
relations between) source domain entities. They are conventional, in that
they function as relatively fixed parts of a culture's shared conceptual
system. And they exist in a hierarchical organization, whereby "lower"
mappings inherit correspondence features from "higher" mappings. To
illustrate this last point, note that the understanding of, for instance,
difficulties in terms of impediments to travel occurs not only in the

metaphor (e.g. "From now on, it's going to be
smooth sailing"), but also in the "lower-level" LOVE IS A JOURNEY metaphor
(e.g. "Their relationship is rocky"), as well as in the "lower-level" CAREER IS A
JOURNEY metaphor (e.g. "His rise to the top has hit a snag").
PURPOSEFUL LIFE IS A JOURNEY

Three features of Lakoff's theory make it appealing in the present
context. First, his emphasis on the conceptual, rather than linguistic,
basis of metaphor satisfies our need for a theory which readily
accommodates (or at least does not discriminate against) cinematic
representations of monstrosity. Lakoff repeatedly stresses that, in his
theory, "the language is secondary. The mapping is primary." [59] This is
crucial, considering that in our theory, those narratives serving to
reconfirm surmounted beliefs are "embodied" not in language, but by
horror film monsters. In other words, the medium of our metaphor is
primarily visual, not verbal.
Second, the conventional nature of conceptual metaphors goes a long
way towards accounting for the seemingly ubiquitous presence of horror
film monsters in our culture. Just as the LOVE IS A JOURNEY metaphor has
become so much a feature of our unreflective thought and speech that
we often fail to recognize particular instances of it as metaphor,
fascination with—one might say affection for—the monsters of horror
cinema has become so widespread that most of us have no need to stop
a n d figure out just which uncanny narratives they metaphorically
embody. Dracula, Freddy, Jason, and company are referred to in songs,
star in cartoons, appear on postage stamps... some even have breakfast
cereals named after them! For better or worse, the metaphorical nature
of horror film monsters has facilitated their entrance into our collective
consciousness.
Third, the systematic and hierarchical organization of conceptual
metaphors helps to account for the intuitive plausibility of a
"surmounted belief" horror film monster typology. The utility of
arranging what looks at first to be a seemingly incommensurable mass of
monsters in a system that is both theoretically acceptable and
aesthetically satisfying has recently been remarked upon by Gregory
Waller. In his introduction to a collection of essays on the modern
American horror film, Waller writes that "a fully developed typology of
monsters would offer a valuable means of delineating the paradigmatic
possibilities open to this genre and the sort of fears that will suitably
trouble its audience." [60] Ironically, the reverse turns out to be the case.
Starting with "the paradigmatic possibilities open to this genre and the
sort of fears that will suitably trouble its audience," we discover a
valuable means of delineating "a fully developed typology of monsters."
In turn, however, this typology can serve to motivate additional insights
into the means and ends of horror cinema. According to Lakoff,

metaphorical mappings do not occur in isolation from one another. [61]
Neither, as we shall see, do horror film monsters.
In light of our earlier discussion, and considering the three features of
Lakoff's theory just mentioned, there is ample grounds for hypothesizing
t h e existence of a SURMOUNTED BELIEFS ARE HORROR FILM MONSTERS conceptual
metaphor, according to which entities from the relatively abstract source
domain of surmounted beliefs are understood in terms of entities from
the far more concrete target domain of horror film monsters. The former
domain is "relatively abstract" because surmounted beliefs are
propositional states with content that can only achieve literal
reconfirmation narratologically: the surmounted belief that the dead are
capable of returning to life (as opposed to, say, the belief that I am
hungry) requires a whole series of events to take place before its truth can
be (re-)confirmed. Freud would seem to concur: "apparent death and
the return of the dead have been represented as uncanny themes." [62]
The latter domain, in contrast, is "far more concrete" for the obvious
reason that horror film monsters are visual representations intended to
engender a sense of horror/uncanniness in viewers by their very
presence. The claim here is that, as symbolic correlates of surmounted
beliefs, horror film monsters can achieve (metaphorical) reconfirmation
pictorially—and therefore, all at once. Given the requisite conflict of
judgment (by no means an easy condition to satisfy), the very act of
watching a horror film monster onscreen reconfirms for viewers
whichever previously surmounted beliefs are associated with the
paradigmatic narratives that monster embodies.
In keeping with Freud, we can effect an initial breakdown of the
SURMOUNTED BELIEFS ARE HORROR FILM MONSTERS conceptual metaphor along the
following lines: [63]
I.
II.
III.

SURMOUNTED BELIEFS THAT THE DEAD CAN RETURN TO LIFE ARE REINCARNATED MONSTERS
SURMOUNTED BELIEFS IN THE OMNIPOTENCE OF THOUGHT ARE PSYCHIC MONSTERS
SURMOUNTED BELIEFS IN THE EXISTENCE OF A DOUBLE ARE DYADIC MONSTERS

Each of these levels has at least one sub-level, whereby "lower" monsters
i n h eri t correspondence features from "higher" monsters. So, for
example, beneath the SURMOUNTED BELIEFS THAT THE DEAD CAN RETURN TO LIFE ARE
REINCARNATED MONSTERS level, we find the SURMOUNTED BELIEFS THAT DEAD BODIES CAN
RETURN TO LIFE ARE ZOMBIES level (monsters here include The Mummy,
Frankenstein's monster, the innumerable victims of Romero's Living
Dead Trilogy, and Jason Vorhees), as well as the SURMOUNTED BELIEFS THAT DEAD
SOULS CAN RETURN TO LIFE ARE SPIRITS level (monsters here include ghosts, haunted
houses, and the possessed). In turn, each of these levels has at least one
sub-level of its own. Table I, below, is an attempt at elucidating the

hierarchical organization of this metaphor (note that the terminological
choices are, to some extent, arbitrary, and that a number of more
particularistic taxonomies may very well be compatible with this one).
Perhaps as should have been expected, many of horror cinema's most
enduring monsters turn out to be "mixed" metaphors (recall our earlier
discussion of Damien), insofar as their presence reconfirms more than
one surmounted belief.
CONCLUSION: THE REPRESENTATION OF MONSTROSITY IN
CINEMATIC HORROR
(4) Although the metaphorical nature of horror film monsters is
psychologically necessary, their surface heterogeneity is historically and
culturally contingent.
Among the advantages of aligning our psychoanalytic explanation of
horror film monsters with Lakoff's conceptual theory of metaphor is that
we now have the resources to explain away the apparent incompatibility
between universalizing and particularistic accounts of monstrosity. On
the one hand, we know that the basic types of horror film monsters—
reincarnated monsters, psychic monsters, and dyadic monsters—are
psychologically necessary, in that the uncanny narratives they
metaphorically embody correspond to a specific, and limited, set of
infantile beliefs (namely, those which have been surmounted). What all
horror film monsters have in common, besides the fact that they are not
real, is that they all fall under the SURMOUNTED BELIEFS ARE HORROR FILM MONSTERS
conceptual metaphor. On the other hand, due to the need for a conflict
of judgment regarding the possibility of reconfirmation in a depicted
world, particular tokens of horror film monsters (i.e. those at lower levels
o f the inheritance hierarchy) are historically and culturally contingent.
All horror film monsters metaphorically embody surmounted beliefs, but
not all of them manage to reconfirm those beliefs by their very presence;
that is why not all of them manage to fulfill their primary (that is, their
horrifying) purpose.

Table I: The SURMOUNTED BELIEFS ARE HORROR FILM MONSTERS conceptual metaphor
I.

SURMOUNTED BELIEFS THAT THE DEAD CAN RETURN TO LIFE ARE REINCARNATED MONSTERS

A.

SURMOUNTED BELIEFS THAT DEAD BODIES CAN RETURN TO LIFE ARE ZOMBIES

1.

NON-NATURAL ZOMBIES : Dracula, The

Mummy, The Golem, Jason, Night

of the Living Dead

2.

MEDICO-SCIENTIFIC ZOMBIES : Frankenstein's

monster, The Crazies,

Shivers, Rabid

B.

SURMOUNTED BELIEFS THAT DEAD SOULS CAN RETURN TO LIFE ARE SPIRITS

II.

1.

DISEMBODIED SOULS : ghosts, haunted

2.

Poltergeist, Amityville Horror)
EMBODIED SOULS : demonic possessions (The Exorcist, Fallen),
Candyman, Chuckie

houses (The Haunting,

SURMOUNTED BELIEFS IN THE OMNIPOTENCE OF THOUGHT ARE PSYCHIC MONSTERS

A.

SURMOUNTED BELIEFS IN THE PROMPT FULFILLMENT OF WISHES ARE TELEKENETICS :

Carrie, Freddy

B.

SURMOUNTED BELIEFS IN MENTALTRANSPARENCY ARE TELEPATHICS : Patrick, Scanners,

(vampires)

III.

SURMOUNTED BELIEFS IN THE EXISTENCE OF A DOUBLE ARE DYADIC MONSTERS

A.

SURMOUNTED BELIEFS IN THE EXISTENCE OF PHYSICAL DOUBLES ARE REPLICAS

1.

SURMOUNTED BELIEFS IN THE EXISTENCE OF NATURAL REPLICAS ARE
DOPPLEGANGERS

a.
b.
c.
2.

Ringers, Raising Cain
CLONES : Invasion of the Body Snatchers
CHAMELEONS : Carpenter's The Thing, Phantoms

SURMOUNTED BELIEFS IN THE EXISTENCE OF NON-NATURAL REPLICAS ARE
REPLICANTS

a.
b.
B.

TWINS : Sisters, Dead

ROBOTS : The

Stepford Wives, Westworld
CYBORGS : Bladerunner, Terminator

SURMOUNTED BELIEFS IN THE EXISTENCE OF MENTAL DOUBLE ARE PSYCHOS

1.
2.
3.
4.

[same body, different consciousness]: Norman Bates, Dressed
To Kill, (Sisters)
SHAPE-SHIFTERS [same body, physical transformation]: Jekyll-Hyde,
werewolves, vampires
PROJECTIONS [different body]: The Brood, (Frankenstein's monster)
SERIAL KILLERS [same body, same consciousness [64]]: Henry, Lechter,
Peeping Tom
SCHIZOS

In order to instill a conflict of judgment in viewers, the manner in which
horror film monsters metaphorically embody surmounted beliefs must
be periodically updated; investing monsters with cultural relevance
serves to "keep us in the dark about the precise nature of the
presuppositions on which the world [depicted in the film] is based." [65]
And how else could we willingly suspend our disbelief? The distinction
being made here, between (universal) monster types and (particular)
monster tokens, is theoretically explicable in terms of Lakoff's distinction
between (general) superordinate level mappings and (specific) basic
level mappings:
It should come as no surprise that the generalization is at the superordinate
level, while the special cases are at the basic level. After all, the basic level is
at the level of rich mental images and rich knowledge structure... A mapping
a t the superordinate level maximizes the possibilities for mapping rich
conceptual structures in the source domain onto the target domain, since it
permits many basic level instances, each of which is information rich. [66]

We might say: mappings at the superordinate level of monster types

maximize the possibilities for satisfying Freud's conflict of judgment
condition on the depicted uncanny, since it permits many basic level
instances of monster tokens, each of which is (potentially) culturally
relevant.
Considering that analyses of the horror genre informed by
psychoanalytic theory are typically assumed to be universalizing in
nature, it may come as something of a surprise to find that Wood's
"return of the repressed" argument comes in handy at just this point.
One finds in Wood an invocation of the post-Freudian distinction
between basic repression, which is universal, necessary, and inescapable,
and surplus repression, which is culture-specific and contingent, varying
in both degree and kind with respect to different societies. [67] And when
Wood talks about horror film monsters in terms of a "return of the
repressed," what he really has in mind is a "return of the surplus
repressed": "in a society built on monogamy and family there will be an
enormous surplus of repressed sexual energy, and...what is repressed
must always strive to return." [68]
The problem with Wood's account is that, by not sticking to the
fundamental suppositions of Freud's theory of the uncanny, he fails to
explain why horror film monsters are capable of horrifying us. We may
mistrust, despise, even fear the objects of surplus repression in our
society, but it is not at all obvious that we are horrified by them. Indeed,
Wood suggests the possibility of extending his theory to genres other
than horror: "substitute for 'Monster' the term 'Indian', for example, and
one has a formula for a large number of classical Westerns; substitute
'transgressive woman' and the formula encompasses numerous
melodramas..." [69] But if we can so easily extend this "return of the
repressed" argument, why should we believe that it captures anything
distinctive about the cinematic representation of monstrosity?
Wood concedes that, as opposed to the Indian (and the transgressive
woman), "the monster is, of course, much more Protean, changing from
period to period as society's basic fears clothe themselves in fashionable
or immediately accessible garments." [70] In order to characterize these
"basic fears," however, we must turn to the SURMOUNTED BELIEFS ARE HORROR FILM
MONSTERS conceptual metaphor; it is only at the particularistic level of
"fashionable or immediately accessible garments" that we may wish to
invoke (with Wood) the objects of surplus repression. [71] Alternatively,
this is just the point at which we might fruitfully employ/extend one or
more of the wholly non-psychoanalytic particularistic accounts of
monstrosity provided by Carroll, Cohen, Halberstam, et. al. [72] Following
Lakoff, cultural updates of traditional/canonical horror film monsters
can be understood as novel extensions of the SURMOUNTED BELIEFS ARE HORROR FILM
MONSTERS metaphor. Due to the fact that this metaphor is a fixed part of
our conceptual system, new and imaginative mappings are capable of

being understood immediately: our integration of the novel extension is
"a consequence of the preexisting ontological correspondences of the
metaphor." [73]
An example will serve to illustrate this point: Abel Ferrara's The Addiction
(1996) is a horror film that updates the vampire mythos in order to
explore and comment on a number of contemporary social issues.
Although the bleakness and philosophical pretensions of this movie
guaranteed that it would not draw all that well at the box office, a
number of critics had great things to say about it: "this is the vampire
movie we've been waiting for: a reactionary, urban-horror flick that truly
has the ailing pulse of the time. AIDS and drug addiction are points of
reference, but they're symptoms, not the cause." [74] In FreudianLakoffian terms, the vampire/blood-addicts in this film can be viewed as
novel extensions (i.e. cultural updates) of the SURMOUNTED BELIEFS THAT THE DEAD
CAN RETURN TO LIFE ARE REINCARNATED MONSTERS sub-level metaphor; as such, they are
able to produce in many viewers that conflict of judgment necessary for
a feeling of uncanniness.[75]
To sum up. One (empirical) problem facing any universalizing account
of horror film monsters is how to account for the fact that such monsters
often fail to horrify viewers, and so fail to fulfill their primary purpose.
This is where particularistic accounts come in. But particularistic
accounts have their own (conceptual) problem, namely, that of
accounting for what it is that makes horror film monsters horrifying by
their very nature. Call back the universalizing accounts. So it appears that
these two kinds of account must somehow be rendered compatible, in
order for a complete story to emerge. This paper is a first attempt at
rendering just such a compatibility, by filtering certain key aspects of
Freud's theory of the uncanny through the lenses of Lakoff's conceptual
theory of metaphor.
Some final considerations. In answer to the question, "Why do we have
t h e conventional metaphors that we have?", Lakoff postulates that a
great number of them are grounded in real life: "correspondences in real
experience form the basis for correspondences in the metaphorical
cases, which go beyond real experience."[76] So if the account of horror
film monsters presented here is correct, then the paradigmatic horror
narratives such monsters metaphorically embody are likely to have a
basis in reality. To make matters even worse, conceptual metaphors have
the capacity to impose themselves on real life "through the creation of
new correspondences in experience."[77]
Now that's a horrifying
thought.[78]
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