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What is the appeal of horror? What is horror for? Why believe in the supernatural? These are ancient questions for which Mathias Clasen’s impressive
book finds even more ancient answers. Clasen is a biocultural critic, situated
in a literature department in Aarhus University but drawing on the protocols and the findings of cognitive neuroscience for his research. And so, for
Clasen we need to look to evolved properties in the human brain and central
nervous system – “species-typical psychological architecture” – in order to
explain horror’s appeal: “Horror […] targets ancient and deeply conserved
defence mechanisms in the brain”, Clasen tells us (2017: 4). Ladies and gentlemen, we are in the brave new world of the neurohumanities.
Clasen’s book comes impressively garlanded with some heavyweight
endorsements from very different kinds of people, including the Harvard
cognitive scientist Steven Pinker and the renowned horror writer Peter
Straub. Anyone familiar with Pinker’s work will see the connections immediately (e.g. Pinker 2002). The empirical discoveries of cognitive neuroscience, stemming from increasingly minute observation of the workings of
the brain’s neural architecture, have given some of its practitioners an unassailable sense of having discovered the Key to All Mythologies, unlocking not only the secrets of the brain, but everything that flows from that
brain, the whole world of human social and cultural interaction. I heard a
prominent neuroscientist and public intellectual recently proclaim the 21st
century “The Era of Mind”. And this may be true, although students of the
history of ideas may well find themselves looking back, for example, to the
rise of scientific naturalism in the mid-19th century and thinking that we
may have been here before.
Horror, for Clasen, is not a purely cultural phenomenon. It is a biocultural one – with a strong emphasis on the bio. Like Pinker and others, in the
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old nature/nurture debate, Clasen comes down heavily on the side of nature.
(For a more nuanced account of this, see the geneticist Kevin Mitchell’s
recent book, Innate [2018] – which also comes with a plaudit from Pinker,
who gets about a bit). This is a necessary corrective to several generations of
liberal thinkers in the humanities and the social sciences, whose hardline
culturalism often rested on shaky epistemological foundations or a rather
naïve sense of the interplay of politics and culture. But – and it’s rather a big
but, for me – I fear that Clasen significantly overplays his hand at times, and
the book veers into what I can only think of as epistemological imperialism,
an insistence on the absolute dominance of one mode of knowledge, and the
consequent worthlessness of others.
Why Horror Seduces ends up in exactly the right place, with a wonderful discussion of the future of horror – which I only wish I’d read before
writing my own closing chapter on the future of horror in Sleeping With
The Lights On (Jones 2018). Clasen writes brilliantly about horror gaming,
completely nailing its appeal, and there’s an extraordinary discussion of
‘Dystopia Haunted House’, Denmark’s most successful ‘horror attraction’,
in whose design Clasen himself played a role. There’s also an account of
his experience with the virtual reality ‘Death Simulator’, which is the most
disturbing thing I’ve read all year. (There’s no way I’m ever trying that!)
This is great, but Clasen’s book begins with what seems from my perspective to be a category mistake. In order for Clasen’s analysis to be correct, it
seems, other approaches, other hermeneutics, have to be wrong. Cognitive
science has no place for Freudian analysis, and so for Clasen any Freudian
or psychoanalytic approach is just bad science, and therefore has nothing
meaningful to say. The terms of Freudian psychoanalysis “are false”, Clasen
bluntly tells us (2017: 17). Furthermore, “As a minimal epistemological
requirement, literary and media theories that build on extraneous theories
(e.g. from psychoanalysis, sociology, or linguistics) should use only theories that have been empirically validated by their home disciplines” (Clasen
2017: 18). Crikey! (Remind me to seek the permission of my colleagues in
History and Political Science next time I go off on one of my rants against
Margaret Thatcher.) And I have to say my jaw literally did drop when, as an
example of this, Clasen tells us that “If economists have abandoned Marxism, then so should humanists” (Clasen 2017: 19). I can think of all kinds
of reasons not to be a Marxist – which is why I am not a Marxist – but I
would have to say that, given their empirical track record (for example in
predicting the Global Financial Crisis, or in helping to make the world a
fairer, more equal, and more just place), the opinions of economists would
not be one of them.
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Clasen’s anti-Freudianism means that he has no time for the work of
some of the most important figures in horror studies, most notably Robin
Wood and Barbara Creed. Clasen rejects Wood for precisely the reason I
have always found him such an inspiring interlocutor – because as a Freudian, a Marxist, and a gay man, his scholarship was driven, and sometimes
overwhelmed, by identity and ideology (Wood 2018). Nope, he definitely
was not impartial or dispassionate or objective, and that’s why he was great.
And I have to say I’m as attracted to penises and vaginas as the next horror
critic, unless the next horror critic happens to be Barbara Creed – in which
case even I find myself thinking, hang on a minute, not everything is a willy
or a fanny, you know. So, I can see why Clasen, or anyone, might think
that Creed overdoes things somewhat. But I certainly don’t accept that this
invalidates The Monstrous-Feminine (Creed 1993). In fact, I simply wouldn’t
understand horror without that book.
This is Clasen’s category mistake. As a critic, I feel under no obligation to
be correct. In fact, I don’t even know what that means in this context, no more
than I would know what it means for a novel or a film or a painting or a piece
of music to be correct. It may be that Popperian falsifiability is at the heart
of the scientific method, but, again, I just don’t know what it might mean to
be able to disprove Bleak House or The Texas Chain-Saw Massacre, although
I can see how you might disapprove of them, or reject them, or think them
flawed, or even rubbish. As a critic I aspire to be knowledgeable, interesting,
hopefully persuasive, occasionally annoying or infuriating or even perverse,
sometimes offensive, and even, who knows (in my wildest dreams), inspiring. Criticism can open up alternatives, make you see things, perhaps see the
world, in new ways. While I generally think I’m right about most things, you
are under no obligation to agree, and I’d be very surprised if you did.
I think we need to entertain the idea that Freud simply may not be a scientist at all, in the narrow, specialized sense that cognitive neuroscientists
understand the term. He is a writer and intellectual, heavily influenced by
the Gothic tradition, who, like other important writers and intellectuals, has
interesting and often extremely profound things to say about human character and motivation, about what we conceal and reveal through speech,
about dreams and the poetic force of symbols, about your mother. But not
being a scientist does not invalidate his ideas, and perhaps we should pay
attention to Freud as we do to a number of other eminent Victorians with
important things to say, from Dickens to Dickinson to Dostoevsky, George
Eliot to Nietzsche to (heaven help us!) Karl Marx. Clasen is perfectly willing to take seriously the pronouncements of a thinker as fundamentally
dimwitted and vile as H. P. Lovecraft, on the grounds (grounds with which
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I agree, for what it’s worth) that Lovecraft might just be a writer of genius.
So why not Freud?
In the second half of the book, Clasen offers reasonably detailed accounts
of a series of landmark works of American horror, all major and very familiar works – I Am Legend, Rosemary’s Baby, Night of the Living Dead, Jaws, The
Shining, Halloween, Blair Witch. I wouldn’t take issue with very much that
Clasen says about these, but that’s in part because there’s little with which to
take issue. Clasen’s method tends towards a descriptive anti-analysis, which
is often very effective in explaining how horror works. There’s a great discussion of disgust, for example, and a really incisive explanation of the function
of reaction shots (which predominate in Night of the Living Dead in ways
I had never noticed). Clasen is very good on the appeal of monsters – we
are fascinated by them, can’t take our eyes off them, because fear originates
in the mammalian defensive system, which means that we pay particular
attention to threats. Our large brains give us large imaginations, and thus a
unique capacity for fear. But he’s less interested in what horror means. In the
end, Jaws is about a shark, and sharks are scary, and the zombies of Night of
the Living Dead are reanimated corpses, which are scary. Yes, they are, but
I’m left with the sense that there’s so much more to say.
But there are plenty of other books that have said these other things. Like
all good books with which I have fundamental disagreements, one of the
reasons I enjoyed and admired Clasen’s book was because it forced me to
confront and (I hope) sharpen the sloppiness of some of my own thinking,
my own careless assumptions and attitudes. And in saying this, I do not
mean to damn Why Horror Seduces with faint praise. This review could
have been much longer – and, like people, books are rarely worth taking
the time to disagree with. This one is.
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