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Abstract: The present thought-provoking conversation engages two accomplished
scholars of horror, Darryl Jones and Mathias Clasen, on the multimedia history of
horror through their disciplinary viewpoints, respectively, literary studies and the
cognitive sciences. Following the publication of their most recent books on the topic
(Jones 2018; Clasen 2017), the main theme discussed herein is the possibility of creating
an interdisciplinary bridge, and, possibly, developing a cross-disciplinary integration
between different scholarly strategies. Other themes considered include: consilience
and coexistence between humanistic and scientific approaches; potential intradisciplinary issues around the establishment of an interdisciplinary dialogue; the differential heuristic gains of qualitative analyses through different disciplinary toolboxes; the
existence of a bewildering historical array of theories explaining the appeal of horror
as a genre and a collection of tropes; the thematic interconnection between horror and
religion. The conversation also includes a series of artistic and scholarly suggestions to
further explore the topics debated.
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“We did not make galaxies. We did not make life. We did not make viruses,
the sun, DNA, or the chemical bond. But we do make new ideas – lots and lots
of them. They arise constantly in human minds, and sometimes tumble out of
minds to influence other minds and change the world” (Mark Turner 2014: 1).
Primus in orbe deos fecit timor.
Publius Papinius Statius, Thebaid, 3.661.

Introduction
Leonardo Ambasciano: The Journal of Cognitive Historiography is deeply
committed to the on-going dialogue between what Charles P. Snow called
the “two cultures”, that is, science and the Humanities (Snow 2007). The
ideal, long-term aim is to promote cross-disciplinary integration through
a consilient approach (O’Rourke, Crowley and Gonnerman 2016). And yet,
this process cannot take place without a mutual understanding, a frank
discussion, an open-mindedness about method and theory, and a sharing
of each other’s toolboxes. This is why our more immediate and realistic goal
is to foster an interdisciplinary environment which can hopefully support a
more comprehensive and collaborative research framework – provided that
a bridge is designed to facilitate a two-way flow and integration between
data and information from different disciplines.
While reading Sleeping with the Lights On (Jones 2018) and Why Horror
Seduces (Clasen 2017) I have distinctly noticed how the history of horror
can provide scholars working at the boundaries between different academic
branches with an astounding set of materials which, in one form or another,
covers the entire span of all human civilizations and infiltrates a staggering
variety of human cultural products. Although these books are apparently on
different sides of the debate, from an interdisciplinary perspective, I cannot
help but notice how both approaches, i.e. the socio-cultural and interpretive
historiographical account and the cognitive-evolutionary explanation, have
much to offer each other.
Constraints and Neuroplasticity
L.A.: I would like to offer some preliminary observations to kickstart this
conversation. Your approaches can be thought of as pertaining to two different explanatory levels: ultimate (the cognitive and evolutionary analysis)
and proximate (the socio-cultural perspective). These levels are complementary when considered together and may lose fine-grained elucidatory
power when each one is taken in isolation. From an evolutionary point of
© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2020

Horror Studies

view, neurocognitive constraints are the result of various selective pressures and they supply the basis for inborn cognitive responses reinforced
by social learning. However, neuroplasticity, that is, the ability of the brain
to build novel neural connections and reorganize existing networks, offers
potential means to tweak innate cognitive predispositions (Costandi 2016).
Neuroplastic changes allow us to learn, store mnemonic data, and see with
our mind’s eye more things than we can actually see in the world out there
by mixing existing cultural representations and blending different ideas
(Turner 2014). As a result, we can anticipate issues or conceive of possible, not-yet-thought-of solutions, but we can also exploit this ability for our
sheer intellectual enjoyment. Thus, although we are cognitively constrained
by evolved predispositions, constraints can still be a source for a mindboggling number of different and imaginative re-elaborations – which, if
culturally successful, re-enter into societal lore to produce new mixes and
representations, and so on and so forth, in a loop (e.g. Gould 1980).
Now, cultural manipulation can exploit, encourage, or subvert such
constraints for socio-political, religious, or purely entertaining ends. Let us
take, for instance, ophidiophobia, the fear of snakes, a topic I have tackled
in a recent article on an ancient religious cult (Ambasciano 2016). Basically, this is an avoidance mechanism shared with other primates, the deephistorical result of selective pressure on our ancestors (i.e. predation). The
evolutionary investigation of this deep history can throw light on our palette of intuitive reactions, behavioural scripts, and psychological schemata.
Snakes are instinctively scary and, culturally and mythologically speaking,
they have usually been represented as mistrustful, sneaky, slithery agents
of evil. And yet, snakes can be venerated by religious devotees, physically
manipulated by biblical literalist serpent-handlers, and even bred and kept
as pets. Snakes can offer some useful pest control (e.g. eating mice) and
their venom has some interesting pharmacological properties (as antihemorrhagic). Snake behaviour and biology offer many other interesting features which become food for symbolic thoughts (e.g. snake mating, moult,
immunity to conspecifics’ venomous bites, etc.). Therefore, a symbolic counterintuitive manipulation can intervene and tweak the intuitive cognitive
constraint to produce novel cultural elaborations. Snakes are symbolically
associated with death and danger, but they can also become symbols of
regeneration and rebirth, morphological proxies for human genitals, and
even healers. It’s not just literary scholars who enjoy exploring the labyrinthine possibilities of meaning-making – human beings have been indulging
in such an activity since the dawn of Homo sapiens itself, and perhaps even
before (Geertz 2014). Cognitive and evolutionary sciences may contribute
by telling us why certain tropes are more frequent than others, why some
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ideas spread while others fail, and whence this insatiable human need for
meaning and explanation (whether correct or wrong).
It’s a complicated and tangled conundrum, but there is at the very least
a previous template for how to proceed. I have talked about snakes in general religious terms because, in the last 25 years, the cognitive science of
religion, initially born out of the academic history of religions of old, has
been through an effortful interdisciplinary process of (neuro)scientific and
humanistic confrontation, revision, practical application, and constant theoretical supervision to tackle grand challenges such as why people believe(d)
in what they believe(d) (e.g. Martin and Wiebe 2017). It was by no means an
easy task, but this has shown that it can be done with enough patience and
goodwill. In your opinion, what is the most appropriate cultural or literary
case study (if any) to overcome mutual mistrust and kickstart the practical
collaboration between your two disciplines – and what are the potential
pitfalls of such a project?
Darryl Jones: I’d like to kick off by making an observation about the importance of disciplinary specialization, because I think it’s too often overlooked
in pieties about inter-, trans-, and cross-disciplinary work. Of course it’s
important to look beyond the boundaries of one’s own discipline, and to
recognize that the insights of other disciplines can offer rewarding new
perspectives. So there’s very much to gain, but we’d be foolish if we didn’t
think there was something to lose. People like you, me, and Mathias spend
many years studying, gaining qualifications in, teaching, and writing about
our fields – in which we would have to call ourselves experts (irrespective
of personal modesty and epistemological doubts). I often tell students that I
am licensed by the state to practise literary criticism. I make no claims for
any expertise beyond my own field, though I am of course a curious and
inquisitive person. Since I know how long it took me to become even modestly adept at literary studies, it would be rash of me to claim any authority
of any kind beyond that. Disciplines and experts do exist for a reason – I
would not ask even the world’s most brilliant mathematician to operate on
my broken leg, nor the most eminent historian to pronounce with authority
on the latest developments in planetary science. I see you’ve used the word
‘consilience’ in the title. This is a word I know from E. O. Wilson – I bought
and read his book when it came out in the late 1990s, and it’s open in front
of me as I write this (Wilson 1998). Wilson is a cultured and literate man,
and I wish there were more like him – but what struck me on reading Consilience was that, from my point of view, his observations on literature and
culture seemed rather simplistic and unsophisticated. Pretty much, in fact,
what you’d expect from a well-read, well-disposed, open-minded observer
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commenting on areas outside their expertise. You’ve also quoted Stephen
Jay Gould there at the start – a writer who played as large a part in my intellectual formation as anyone. I’ve read, I believe, all his books, and strangely,
the one that means most to me now is the one that most frustrated me when
I first read it, Rocks of Ages (Gould 1999). Over time, I’ve come to share
Gould’s appreciation for the necessity of Non-Overlapping Magisteria, as
a way of keeping at bay what I’ve called the epistemological imperialism of
certain scientific worldviews. (And one really gains an appreciation of the
practical necessity of Gouldian NOMA through sitting, as I have done for
a number of years, on university senior promotions committees, where one
is called on to weigh and compare the contrasting achievements of, say,
philosophers and biochemists.) So, to an extent, good fences make for good
neighbours, yes – but that doesn’t preclude popping round for a barbecue,
borrowing the mower, banding together to protest against planning decisions, looking after the kids for the evening, or just chatting amiably over
the fence. This is how civilized people behave. That’s the end of my Public
Health Warning, and so to your question!
In some ways, I would say the best place to start is precisely where we are.
The meanings and implications of horror speak very clearly to both cultural
critics (literary and film scholars, anthropologists, classicists, historians,
philosophers, theologians, and sociologists have all made important contributions to the study of horror), and also to neuroscientists, as Mathias’s
book makes abundantly clear. I think it’s an excellent book, and for what it’s
worth I think Mathias is right - although as my review makes clear, I have
concerns about what it means to be ‘right’ in cultural criticism. Perhaps best
just say that I agree with his fundamental position. Where the disagreements, equally fundamental for me, come in is that I just think there is so
much more to be said, and it’s this ‘so much more’ that I am interested in,
the abundant surplus of cultural production. But, as this exercise shows,
this has the makings of a fruitful and very mutually-rewarding dialogue.
Reading Mathias’s book caused me to rethink some of my positions. Reading his review of my book caused me to rethink some more. I can only hope
the same is true in reverse!
That said, if I were a scholar of, say, Elizabethan sonnet sequences, or
the Modernist short story, I’m not sure I’d know where to start with such a
dialogue, or where it would get us. (But I’m probably wrong.)
Mathias Clasen: Leonardo, I agree with what you say about the necessity
of a multi-level approach to horror. That is exactly what I have pursued in
my own work, attempting to integrate what you aptly call a “socio-cultural
perspective” with a “cognitive-evolutionary” one. In other words, I don’t
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see my work as purely cognitive-evolutionary, as operating only on the
ultimate level of analysis. I tend to emphasize that level in my research
dissemination because that level has been grievously overlooked in horror
study, but in Why Horror Seduces I offered a bunch of case studies, interpretative critiques of American horror films and literary works, that took a
two-pronged, “biocultural” approach. So, conceptually speaking there are
no barriers to overcome (and if there are, they are cognitive, not epistemological). Multi-level biocultural horror criticism is both possible and worthwhile, in my view. Practically – socially and institutionally – speaking, there
are plenty of such barriers, however. Hostile reviewers, biased gatekeepers
in graduate programmes, antagonistic committee members, etc. There’s the
kind of “mutual mistrust” that you talk about, but it’s not global. In my
experience, most socio-culturally inclined horror scholars are quite curious
about the biocultural or cognitive-evolutionary approach and recognize its
explanatory potential, at least insofar as they perceive it as a model that can
coexist with their own model.
It’s important that we keep in sight the proportions, though. Academic
horror studies are dominated by scholars who approach their topic from
a socio-cultural perspective. Biocultural or cognitive-evolutionary horror
scholars are an infinitesimal minority. That may change – indeed, I hope
(and believe) it will change, and that horror study will emulate the development of the cognitive science of religion – but for now, the horror specialists
who would characterize themselves as biocultural or cognitive-evolutionary
can be counted on one hand, maybe even a hand that’s been in contact with
the business parts of a wood shredder. The socio-cultural ones, however,
exist in the hundreds.
Will those traditional horror scholars who are mistrustful of ultimate
explanations, of the application of neuroscience and evolutionary social
science to their subjects, eventually come around and embark on practical
collaboration with the science-oriented horror scholars? I doubt it. For
one thing, the scepticism of the antagonists presumably has its roots in
the very bedrock of their epistemological convictions. They don’t see an
explanatory role for science – scientific theories or quantitative methodologies – in their domains (Carroll et al. 2017). A science-based approach
is, at best, just another perspective to add to the long list of perspectives,
and at worst a pollutant, a self-important, reductive, ideologically suspect
narrative. For another, traditional literary scholars aren’t typically used
to, or particularly keen on, collaborative research – they aren’t trained
that way.
Not all horror scholars of a socio-cultural bent are hostile towards science and science-based theorizing about horror, and indeed, some such
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scholars are already beginning to integrate cognitive-evolutionary thinking into their own work. Hopefully more will follow. Some may even enter
into collaborations with social scientists who are trained in quantitative,
empirical methods, or – if they’re young and/or flexible of mind – learn
such methods themselves. Real change, real consilience, will come from
below, from grad students who have expertise in horror studies and who
are scientifically literate. I’m not too optimistic about that prospect in the
short term, because of a lack of institutional frameworks for the required
interdisciplinary training (Carroll 2010). For now, the best we can hope
for is probably that young scholars will see the utility of a biocultural
approach to horror and educate themselves in the relevant subjects – and
that old scholars won’t get in their way. In the long term, though, the accumulating empirical evidence for an evolved and adapted human nature
will work in favour of the bioculturalists. Hopefully, in this age of disinformation and fake news, a renewed respect for truth and evidence will
also, on the one hand, counteract the radical scepticism that has helped
fuel postmodern relativism and on the other, provide an impetus for the
acceptance of science-based theorizing and empirical methodology in the
humanities.
You ask for an example of an appropriate literary or cultural case study.
I’d say pretty much anything from the realm of horror would do. One of
my own first case studies was the classic vampire novel, I Am Legend by
Richard Matheson, which I subjected to a biocultural analysis, analysing the
interplay of biological and cultural factors in the novel’s resonance (Clasen
2010). Another example from my own portfolio is my collaboration with
an experimental psychologist, Marc Andersen, and a cognitive scientist of
religion, Uffe Schjoedt (both of Aarhus University). We’re interested in the
phenomenon of haunted attractions and have done a series of studies in a
Danish haunted house, combining our disciplinary backgrounds in a truly
interdisciplinary project that involves quantitative methods and cognitive
theorizing (see, for example, Clasen, Andersen and Schjoedt 2019). I’ve also
collaborated with a sociologist, Todd Platts, in a project on the American
slasher film, investigating the phenomenon from evolutionary, cultural, and
industrial perspectives (Clasen and Platts 2019). Finally, I’ve done a surveybased study of horror preference and personality traits with a psychologist,
John Johnson, and a media scholar, Jens Kjeldgaard-Christiansen, to get
closer at the appeal of horror media (Clasen, Kjeldgaard-Christiansen and
Johnson 2018). So, practical collaboration is certainly possible, and I hope
the future brings much more of it. Such interdisciplinary, multi-level collaboration can only enrich our understanding of horror.
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Making Room for Dialogue
L.A.: Religions are replete with the aforementioned variations on a theme,
and horror and fantasy excel as cultural and virtual loci for exploring such
intuitive elaborations and counterintuitive manipulations. If we take the
two sides individually, that is, the literary and socio-cultural account and
the cognitive-evolutionary, I think that the resulting picture may lose interpretive subtlety. But a truly biocultural approach in which society, culture,
historical context, evolution, and cognition are thought of as the seamless
contour of a Möbius strip would be of great help in devising a more comprehensive big history of horror.
The recognition of the cognitive counterintuitiveness of zombies, ghouls,
vampires, werewolves and their ilk has helped explain the diffusion and
memorability of those specific cultural representations. Furthermore, neurosciences have confirmed that human beings, being the storytelling animals that they are, are addicted to the rush of neurochemicals provided
by (horror) narrative. Human beings can literally live and feel someone
else’s emotions by putting themselves effortlessly in someone else’s shoes
thanks to their mirror neurons. In this sense, cinema is the socio-cognitive
apotheosis of “embodied simulation” (Gallese and Guerra 2015). However,
there can hardly be any diffusion of tropes or identification with any virtual
situation in the absence of sufficiently compelling characters whose fears,
hopes, dreams, anxieties, and horrors are historically, socially, and culturally tailored for their audience thanks to a thoughtful manipulation of our
deepest fears. And without popular success and local adaptation, horror
would have been long forgotten in the ancient mists of human prehistory.
Technological horrors, artificial intelligence, and scary automata provide an interesting case in point: human anxieties do change across time
and space, and horror seems to tap into the frightening risks of social
maladaptiveness and inadequacy implicit in every human society. And
yet, again, there is a baseline of everlasting, constantly re-emerging, and
morbidly fascinating deepest fears: technological horrors, artificial intelligence, and scary automata have been haunting human myths and folk tales
since ancient history (Mayor 2018). Pushing the envelope even further, it
could be argued that the trend of technically-savvy, jump-scare-ridden,
depoliticized, almost (strong-)character-free, mainstream post-millennial
“unhorror” (Jones 2018: 141, 145) is the technological outcome of the sociocultural selective accumulation of the genre’s past successes, with the studios and the creators now able to exploit psychotropic formulae intuitively
honed by producers and filmmakers engaged in an arms race to titillate
with drug-like precision our evolved neurocognitive systems (Clasen 2017).
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However, a quick look at the first 100 entries of the All Time Box Office
Worldwide Grosses reveals that there is no unhorror in sight (Box Office
Mojo 2019), as the list appears to be dominated instead by stories where
the characters’ fears, hopes, dreams, anxieties, and horrors reflect the audiences’ preference for universal, classical agent-driven quests and particular
issues to overcome.4
As a genre, horror is relevant for both cognitive and cultural reasons
because, one way or another, it is specifically engineered to make us think,
feel, and learn – from ancient Greek tragedies to contemporary Academy
Award–winning films. In order to assemble an equally all-embracing
and multi-disciplinary toolbox, stiffened disciplinary boundaries should
become at least minimally permeable to ideas from the outside, and to do
that there are things that should be rethought more or less radically on both
sides. What is the first and most relevant thing (tool, method, or idea) that
you think your respective fields would fear to give up to make room for an
interdisciplinary dialogue?
D.J.: For me, the answer is quite straightforward, and one which will not
surprise Mathias: Freudian psychoanalytic theory. From long acquaintance
with professional psychologists, many of them cognitive neuroscientists, I’m
well aware that Freud was not really a scientist at all. But, as I’ve argued in
the review, I don’t think that matters, or not in the way that Mathias thinks
it does. I think it’s also worth adding here that a simply enormous amount
of 20th-century horror is directly informed by Freud – as is the whole history of the discipline (or subdiscipline) of horror studies. I’m very tempted
to say that if we rule out Freud, we rule out very much of our subject. I’m a
little worried that a hardline biocultural approach will result in viewing the
history of ideas as a history of error.
But, to be clear, I certainly think disciplinary boundaries should be permeable, to an extent. As Douglas and Kristeva and Carroll and Creed and
many other theorists of horror make clear (see, respectively, 1966, 1982,
1990, 1993), where would we be without permeable membranes, leaky orifices, points of doubt and uncertainty, interstitial spaces?
M.C.: Well, again I’ll have to point out that there isn’t much of a field of
cognitive-evolutionary or biocultural horror studies, but I can speak for
myself. From my perspective, the socio-culturalists don’t have to abandon
much except a belief that a socio-cultural explanation or analysis is comprehensive. Insofar as that belief hinges on a blank-slate conception of human
nature, well, that belief would have to go too, and it may prove more resistant to retirement. Overall, though, the socio-culturalists have little to lose
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(and possibly nothing of real value) and a lot to gain from incorporating
knowledge and methods from the sciences of human nature. First, however, they’d have to accept the value of such knowledge and methods, and
I suspect some of them would be reluctant to do so because of a commitment to epistemological pluralism – a conviction that the world of scholarship consists of different ‘hermeneutics’ of equal value. Darryl Jones, for
example, speaks about my “epistemological imperialism” in his review of
my book in this issue of JCH, and seems to think that there is no difference
between a theoretical proposition and an artwork – it all boils down to
performance, to being entertaining and thought-provoking. If entertainment value is one’s criterion of value for literary scholarship – if one doesn’t
think that the degree to which a theoretical or interpretative proposition
approximates truth is relevant, or that truth is even a meaningful concept
– then why would one want to engage seriously with the sciences of human
nature? Moreover, how could I convince somebody of the validity of my
theoretical propositions, and the critical value of my approach, if they don’t
accept criteria of validity and value beyond entertainment value – beyond
the quality of being “interesting”, to borrow a term from Stanley Fish (Fish
1976: 195). Fish famously described his critical approach to literature as a
“superior fiction”, one that “relieves me of the obligation to be right […] and
demands only that I be interesting” (ibid.). I don’t think that we as literary
critics are, or should be, in the business of producing fiction.
Bioculturalists, as I see it, don’t have to abandon anything because they’re
precisely striving to construct that “all-embracing and multi-disciplinary
toolbox” that you’re talking about. That’s on a general level. If we zoom
in on particular beliefs of bioculturalists, yes, they’ll surely have to revise
their ideas – not to make room for dialogue with the socio-culturalists,
necessarily, but because their ideas may turn out to be wrong. For instance,
maybe psychologists demonstrate that the human fear system didn’t evolve
through natural selection, as I’ve been supposing. Maybe they discover
that our cognitive architecture does not contain innate predator templates.
Maybe it turns out that fear is not a universal emotion. Maybe a historian
demonstrates that anxiety over conformity was not widespread in the Fifties
(as I’ve assumed in my biocultural analysis of I Am Legend, where the protagonist is the sole survivor of a pandemic that turns everybody around him
into a more or less mindless monster). And so on. So in that sense, yes, disciplinary boundaries should be permeable, as you suggest, because disciplines
interlock. Horror studies interlocks with a range of other disciplines, such
as psychology and history and literary study and media study and so on.
But the world of horror study isn’t composed only of socio-culturalists
and bioculturalists. It’s much more complex. There are horror scholars of a
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wide array of convictions and orientations, not all of which overlap or even
align with those of the socio-culturalists. Take, for instance, the Freudians and the Lacanians. They don’t subscribe to a blank-slate conception of
human nature, but all the same, their core beliefs about human psychology
would have to be sacrificed on the bloody altar of consilience. (Darryl is
right in pointing out that many horror artists have been profoundly influenced by Freudian ideas, and so we have to know something about Freudian thinking if we want to make sense of their art. But artists believe many
weird things. Consider Bram Stoker’s belief in phrenology, which shaped
his depiction of Count Dracula, or The Exorcist author William Peter Blatty’s orthodox Catholic belief in actual demonic forces in the world, or the
horror writer Whitley Strieber’s belief that he was abducted and extensively
probed by aliens. It’s perfectly possibly to analyse how these artists’ personal
beliefs have shaped their artworks without accepting the beliefs themselves;
without attributing to them any real-world explanatory value.) The Foucauldians – who are socio-culturalists of a particularly hard-nosed variety
– would also have to rethink their idea that everything in the human realm
boils down to insidious power relations. With time, I think, the hardline
constructivists will have to abandon core beliefs as those beliefs crumble
under the weight of empirical evidence. It’s becoming increasingly difficult
to maintain a belief in a blank slate version of human nature.
Methods and Theories
L.A.: There is a bewildering number of theories out there that have tried
to make sense of horror as a collection of tropes and as a genre. From
Todorov’s fantastic hesitance before that unexpected something that violates the common-sense rules of nature to Freud’s repressed and projected
Unheimlich; from Jung’s irrational and unconscious shadow to Lovecraft’s
ancestral fear before the cosmically unknowable; from socio-cultural systemization of the role of purity and impurity to evolutionary analyses of
storytelling devices as a mental exercises to practise moral decision-making
and alert against potential existential risks in a safe environment; from the
experience of the sheer thrill of (others’) pain and suffering (whether as a
consequence of the 1950s palaeoanthropological ‘killer ape theory’ or as
the experiential element of Aristotelian catharsis) to the cognitive appeal
and memorability of counterintuitive violations and breaches of our innate
understanding of how the natural and the social worlds function… and
the list could go on almost indefinitely. Interestingly, a significant number
of such theories has the potential to offer the raw materials to build an
interdisciplinary bridge. I will limit myself to recall here two humanistic
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analyses that bear some striking similarities to much more recent cognitive and evolutionary explorations: the neglected Morphology of Folktales by
linguist Vladimir J. Propp (2009), which offered a meticulous structuralist
investigation centred on the most basic narrative elements, functions, and
characters typical of all folktales (and human storytelling in general), and
historian Walter Burkert’s theory of religious fear and horror as evolved
psychosocial elements exploited to maintain boundaries, support or subvert
social hierarchies, and present (virtual) anxieties which could be assuaged
by trusting the gods or their human agents (Burkert 1996; Benavides 2009).
In your opinion, which ones of these theories (if any) have been the most
fruitful and what can they bring to the table today in terms of intra- and
inter-disciplinary analysis and heuristic gain?
D.J.: Well, where to start? Mathias and I will probably disagree about Lovecraft. Granted that he is a great writer of pulp horror, but this doesn’t mean
we should take him seriously as a theorist and thinker. I’ve often thought
that the reason some people take him far too seriously is that he’s the kind
of writer that people discover in adolescence, and are thus far too impressed
by the faux-gravitas of his various pronouncements. It can be difficult to
cast aside the passionate devotions of adolescence (I’m sure there’s a neuroscientific explanation for this!) – just look at those people who persist in
believing that Ayn Rand is a great philosopher.
You mention Propp, who was a sort of structuralist, yes, and I have to
say I’m drawn to structuralism as an explanatory mechanism for the mind
and culture (as was Stephen Jay Gould, in fact: see Gould 1996: 39). This is
why I keep coming back to Mary Douglas and Purity and Danger (1966),
her sense that horror arises out of a violation of these clear category distinctions. I’m not the person to answer this question (Mathias might be), but
it seems to me that cognitive neuroscientists and computer coders might
well have the proof for Gould’s observation that ‘The human mind seems
to work as a categorizing device, [or] perhaps even […] a dichotomizing
machine’ (Gould 1996: 39). If this is the case, I can see how horror’s violation of these category distinctions might cause a kind of existential shock
or revulsion, alarm bells going off and big red lights flashing. Anecdotally,
I’m sure we’ve all encountered people with no tolerance for ambiguity, who
find it profoundly disorientating. (I’ve even met literary critics, more than
a few, who can’t handle ambiguity. You’d think that would be a professional
disqualification, but apparently not.)
Mathias is quite right to suggest that I take my sense of the imperative of
the critic to be “interesting” from the work of Stanley Fish. I use the term
“critic” here and throughout, very consciously. Criticism is a practice, and
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an academic discipline, with its own protocols, one of which I take to be the
free play of ideas upon its subject. While I’ve never thought of criticism as
a branch of fiction, as Mathias suggests, I do consider it a form of autobiography. But I think one needs to be careful here: I’m not positing this as a
kind of universal hermeneutic for the Humanities. Pace Hayden White (or
the postmodernist appropriation of White’s work), historians do obviously
need an empirical grounding for their work in material fact, for example.
But I think we need to be careful also to avoid the completely positivistic
approach which I see creeping into the academy, as part of a general quantificatory turn (which I think comes from its own places of external force:
the dominance of a STEM research agenda; the increasing reliance of universities on grant income, impact factors, h-indices, league tables, rankings,
and other measurables as a metric of success): Everything that isn’t data is
just opinion, as a quantitative social scientist told me recently. (Yes, but some
opinions can be very well informed and worth listening to.)
Besides, it strikes me (and here I may be on shaky ground!) that bioculturalists and evolutionary psychologists place a lot of emphasis on how
things “must have been” for our ancestors in the Neolithic period. As this
is a vast period about which we have relatively little documentary evidence
and almost no first-hand accounts (apart from our actual first hands on cave
walls), there is a lot of inference going on here.
I fear I may be one of the “old scholars” that Mathias refers to above
(ouch!). And far be it from me to “get in the way” of progress and the young,
but I would also say that my own background and training has taught me to
be wary of totalizing systems and Keys to All Mythology. This is why I used
the term “epistemological imperialism”: for me to be right doesn’t mean that
you have to be wrong, or vice versa. As I keep saying, “right” and “wrong”
are not relevant categories here.
M.C.: The theories of horror – which are indeed legion – are “bewildering” only insofar as we are unable or unwilling to employ epistemological
tools for arbitrating between competing hypotheses, for example hypotheses about the function(s) of horror. Literary scholars have, as Jonathan
Gottschall has argued, largely failed to narrow the possibility space of viable
theories (Gottschall 2008). I’m not in favour of radical theoretical egalitarianism; some theories are better than others. Some theories crumble under
counterevidence; others are strengthened by corroborating data – but most
theories in literary study are never subjected to falsification attempts, which
is a shame. And yet, even those theories that have been subjected to devastating critique – or are based on theories that have been refuted, such as
orthodox Freudian psychoanalysis – may contain genuine insights. Freud
© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2020

Leonardo Ambasciano et al.

had interesting things (as well as silly things) to say about the uncanny.
I think science-based horror study, such as biocultural and cognitiveevolutionary approaches, has an important task in sorting the wheat from
the chaff, in using rigorous epistemological standards to carefully identify
worthwhile propositions in previous horror scholarship and situate those
propositions within a consilient theoretical paradigm and, ideally, subject
those propositions to empirical testing. For example, Todorov seems to
have identified a real psychological-aesthetic phenomenon (the hesitation
or crisis of interpretation that a reader encounters in stories where the ontological status of an apparently supernatural event or agent is unclear). How
can we make sense of that phenomenon, given what we know about evolved
cognition? And how can we probe that state experimentally, investigate it
empirically, to build a stronger, consilient theory of “fantastic hesitance”?
Similarly, Propp’s work, which I agree is strangely neglected, might provide
a stimulus for diachronic as well as synchronic studies of horror, perhaps
using phylogenetic methods and other exciting tools that are currently
being developed in the field of cultural evolution (e.g. Sobchuk 2018).
Horror and Religion
L.A.: I have previously insisted on religion. The macabre and the supernatural are, by their own nature, fertile themes that transcend cultural and genre
boundaries to colonize culture in all its various forms. From the necromantic ritual in Lucanus’ epic poem Pharsalia to Dante’s Inferno, from pulpy
1950s EC Comics to contemporary Netflix’s serialized binge-watching and
survival horror videogames, horror is indeed a stable cross-media presence.
Basically, all the major, and most perduring, forms of literature, folk tales,
and art are crammed with spine-chilling images and gory descriptions.
However, most notably, mythologies and religious rituals are literally overflowing with horrors of all kinds. Cronos devouring his children to avoid
being dethroned by one of them; Faunus attempting to sexually assault his
wife in vain only to shapeshift into a snake in frustration to try and rape
her – and then kill her; the fresh and steaming bull’s blood drenching the
priest during the grandguignolesque taurobolium that characterized the cult
of the Magna Mater Cybele; legions of demons being cast out of a man, a
detached hand writing on the wall, the dead returning to life, and many
other examples in the Bible; human sacrifices of all kinds, from the Mayan
war captives’ decapitation and heart removal to the metaphorical Christian
Eucharist; not to mention the interminable panoplies of gruesome afterlife penances in past and present religions… the list could be expanded
cross-culturally ad libitum, to the point that it could be easily argued that
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horror topics and themes, interwoven into the fabric of larger religious narratives, are vital for the existence of religion itself. Even in the contemporary
(largely) disenchanted world, religious horror keeps on providing the audiences with supernatural frissons. From your professional perspective, why
do you think horror is so emotionally resonant with religious fears, hopes,
and nightmares?
D.J.: There’s no one answer to this, but it’s an absolutely central question.
So, in no particular order: the importance of rite and ritual as a means of
situating ourselves within the world; the mortification of the flesh, and a
general sense of body/soul dualism that views the flesh as fallen, corrupt,
sinful; apocalyptic teleology and the sense of an ending, eschatology, what
the theologian Douglas Cowan has called “the naziresis of evil”; theodicy –
the problem of evil in a world governed by divine grace; the human soul and
its life after death (Cowan 2008). All of these are important issues for horror.
I would say that mainstream and official theology downplays the reality of
evil, and most particularly the literal existence of Satan and hell – a bit of
an embarrassment to the modern church. There’s an argument to be made
that Satan really makes sense in/to modernity as a popular cultural figure,
this is where he belongs.
M.C.: Religion has certainly provided a wealth of inspiration for especially
supernatural horror over the years (think of The Exorcist!), and conversely,
religions have found good use for scary material in shaping adherents’
beliefs and behaviour. Also, the evolved psychological mechanisms that are
involved in imagining gods and spirits must be the same, or at least overlap
to a great degree, whether those gods and spirits figure in a religious text
or a horror story. I see rich opportunities for interdisciplinary collaboration between the cognitive science of religion and cognitive-evolutionary
horror study.
Emic Suggestions
L.A.: Anthropology has adopted and adapted from linguistics a useful
distinction between emic and etic cultural productions (e.g. Jardine 2004;
Purzycki and McNamara 2016). Emic is used to describe first-order representations from within a certain culture, e.g. the record of a shaman’s own
account of their other-worldly journeys within their own worldviews and
beliefs. Etic, on the other hand, signals the second-order interpretations of
the original representation from the external viewpoint of the observer and
scholar, such as the sociological analysis of the shaman’s experience within
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the general needs and expectations of their own social network or the scientific explanation of the neurocognitive role played by certain activities or
psychoactive substances used by the shaman to experience their fantastic
voyage. From an emic perspective, if you were to choose up to three examples of what you consider essential intellectual products related to horror
in the widest sense possible, ranging from religion and literature to visual
arts and cinema, as tokens of specific social or cultural contexts or because
of their exemplary or paradigmatic value, what would you choose?
D.J.: Only three? OK:
1. Matthias Grünwald, The Isenheim Altarpiece (1512-16). It’s all there
– pain, religion, ritual, suffering, the mortification of the flesh. This,
we are told, is what we worship.
2. Henry Fuseli, The Nightmare (1781). Sex and terror. A copy of this
hung in Freud’s waiting room in Vienna.
3. E.T.A. Hoffmann, “The Sandman” (1816). Eyes, madness, the limits of
the human, the uncanny. Freud was preoccupied by this for a reason.
M.C.: I’ll go with just one example, but it’s powerful enough to count for
three. It’s from Stephen King’s classic horror novel Pet Sematary (1983),
which I recently re-read. King famously had misgivings about the book,
which he thought was too bleak, but was contractually obliged to publish
it. The story depicts a nuclear family who lose first their cat and then their
youngest member, three-year-old Gage, to the road that runs alongside their
property. The father, Louis, discovers an ancient Micmac burial ground in
the woods behind their house. Corpses that are put to rest in that burial
ground come back from the dead, but – notoriously – they don’t come back
the same. The book is uncompromising in its probing of the darkest depths
of despair and grief and the ultimate, almost unthinkable horror of death.
There’s one scene in which Louis, almost insane with anguish over the loss of
his son, goes in the middle of the night to the cemetery where Gage is buried.
Unwilling to accept the finality of death, Louis intends to exhume Gage’s
corpse and re-bury it in the Micmac burial ground. King, characteristically,
doesn’t flinch. He depicts Louis’s exhumation of Gage – not just Louis’s
handling of pick and shovel, but his emotional response to what he finds in
the grave – and forces us to look, to share Louis’s perspective, visually and
emotionally. When I read that scene, I felt the world tilt slightly on its axis,
felt like I was falling off the edge and into a dark hole of existential horror.
That abject horror blended with deep appreciation for King’s artistic skill, his
craftsmanship and the pure humanity with which he constructed the scene.
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Etic Analyses
L.A.: On the other hand, from an etic perspective, if you were to choose
up to three critical, thought-provoking, scholarly milestones to understand
and decipher horror as a genre, as well as to recommend to interested readers and colleagues from other disciplinary branches what you consider as
required readings, what would you suggest and why?
D.J.:
1. Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger (1966). For the reasons I’ve outlined above, and throughout Sleeping With The Lights On.
2. Stanley Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panics (1973). On the politics
of censorship, hate, and marginalization.
3. Jeffrey Burton Russell, The Devil / Satan / Lucifer / Mephistopheles
(1977-1986). Russell’s four-volume history of the Prince of Darkness
pretty much defines “magisterial”. I don’t always agree with it, but I
wish I’d written it.
M.C.: My first choice would be Noël Carroll’s Philosophy of Horror from
1990. It’s a seminal text, brimming with insight and intelligence. Carroll
approaches the genre from the perspective of analytical philosophy and lets
his keen mind range over the landscape of horror. Carroll didn’t have the
tools and insights of present-day cognitive science at his disposal, but his
theorizing is eminently compatible with cognitive and evolutionary social
science. I wonder what his framework would look like today, almost three
decades after the publication of his book. My second recommendation is H.
P. Lovecraft’s treatise Supernatural Horror in Literature (1973 [1927]). It’s
available in a cheap paperback edition. Lovecraft has fallen into disrepute
because of unsavoury ideological convictions, but he had some very astute
things to say about the history and function of horror. His analysis of Poe’s
stories is unsurpassed, both for its scholarly insights and its aesthetic qualities. The prose is purple as all-hell, but studded with gems of perception – I
love it. Consider Lovecraft’s evocative description of a
master’s vision of the terror that stalks about and within us, and the worm that
writhes and slavers in the hideously close abyss. Penetrating to every festering
horror in the gaily painted mockery called existence, and in the solemn masquerade called human thought and feelings that vision had power to project itself
in blackly magical crystallisations and transmutations; till there bloomed in the
sterile America of the ’thirties and ’forties such a moon-nourished garden of gorgeous poison fungi as not even the nether slope of Saturn might boast.
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Finally, I’ll recommend Torben Grodal’s Embodied Visions: Evolution, Emotion, Culture and Film (2009), in particular the chapter “Undead Ghosts and
Living Prey”. Despite the awkward title, that chapter is a formative entry in
cognitive-evolutionary horror scholarship, deeply informed by evolutionary
psychology as well as cognitive science of religion and keenly attentive to
the peculiarities of the subject matter. The chapter amply demonstrates the
explanatory power of a biocultural framework.
Takeaway Message
L.A.: As a historian, I have witnessed the neglect of history, historiography, and ‘traditional’ Humanities over the course of the development
of the more recent digital and quantitative cognitive science of religion
(e.g. Ambasciano and Coleman 2019). This was not a completely unexpected backlash after more than a century of disregard or even disrespect
for the sciences in general by the academic study of religion(s). When it
was finally time to update the disciplinary toolbox, the pendulum may
have swung too far towards mathematization and big data. In hindsight,
however, I see that this was a rather natural reaction which, in time, will
hopefully lead to a more stable balance and fruitful collaboration – as it
had already happened before. I may be too optimistic here, but as far as
literary and horror studies are concerned, I can see in your books more
points of contact than non-negotiable dogmas. An on-going, open, and
frank dialogue may help consolidate the bases for a mutually satisfying
agreement.
As a final reflection before taking leave and thanking you for your kind
participation, I would like to ask you both what is the most significant takeaway message emerging from reading each other’s book, as well as from this
conversation, that you think may contribute to expand your own approach
to research in the short term.
D.J.: That my own work sometimes drew on shaky assumptions, particularly about the workings of the mind. That I was wrong – or incompletely
right – about the future direction of horror. That literary criticism is a real
discipline, and that it is an art rather than a science. That disagreement is
fruitful. That I hope we will never find the answer.
M.C.: Thank you, Leonardo, for gestating and facilitating this project. I’ve
enjoyed the process and your prompts for reflection above, and am grateful
for the opportunity to explain and develop my thinking about biocultural
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horror theory and its relation to other approaches. While I enjoyed reading
Darryl’s book and found his review of my book interesting, I can’t say that
either text seriously rearranged my mental furniture.
Notes
1. Leonardo Ambasciano earned his PhD in Historical Studies at the University of
Turin, Italy, in 2014 with a cognitive and evolutionary analysis of the ancient Roman female
cult of Bona Dea. In 2016, he was Visiting Lecturer in Religious Studies at Masaryk University, Brno, Czech Republic. He is the author of An Unnatural History of Religion: Academia, Post-Truth, and the Quest for Scientific Knowledge (Bloomsbury, 2019), and of various
book reviews, chapters, and articles, the most recent of which is “History as a Canceled
Problem? Hilbert Lists, du Bois-Reymond’s Enigmas, and the Scientific Study of Religion”,
co-authored with T. J. Coleman III and published in Journal of the American Academy of
Religion 87(2), 2019: 366–400.
2. Mathias Clasen is Associate Professor of Literature and Media in the English Department at Aarhus University, Denmark. His research focuses on frightening entertainment
across media. He has published in humanities and social science journals and is currently
leading a collaborative empirical research project on recreational fear. He is associate editor
of the journal Evolutionary Studies in Imaginative Culture.
3. Darryl Jones is Professor of English at Trinity College Dublin, where he works on
19th-century literature and popular literature. His most recent book is Sleeping with the
Lights On: The Unsettling Story of Horror (Oxford University Press, 2018). He is currently
writing a biography of M. R. James for Oxford University Press, and is General Editor of the
forthcoming New Oxford Sherlock Holmes, for which he is editing The Hound of the Baskervilles. His next large-scale project will be a monograph on the Irish time-travel theorist J.
W. Dunne.
4. At the time of writing (April 2019), the first horror film to be featured on Box Office
Mojo (2019) is Andrés Muschietti’s It (USA, 2017), currently listed at #111. The film is
adapted from Stephen King’s 1986 novel whose basic plot reflects such universal grammar
in a nostalgic late-1980s setting (in King’s novel, the late 1950s). The novel had already been
adapted into a cult TV mini-series in 1990.
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