DEFINING CINEMATIC FEAR:
HORROR, SHOCK, DREAD AND TERROR

A consensus about what exactly constitutes an emotion has yet to be
established among philosophers and psychologists. Are emotions a natu-
ral kind? Do ‘basic emotions’ like fear and disgust, ‘higher emotions’ like
guilt and shame as well as ‘emotion-like responses’ such as frustration
have enough family resemblance to belong to the same category? And
what about love, boredom, sexual desire, regret, worry or vengeance?
These longstanding questions are still up for debate, and it might well
turn out that there is no structural essence found in all instances of what
we ordinarily call an emotion.® Depending on our philosophical or psy-
chological position, very different states acquire the name. If we are inter-
ested in facial expressions, surprise will be part of the emotion spectrum.
If we consider physiological reactions and the autonomous nervous sys-
tem the crucial elements of emotion, startle has to be included. And if we
stress the role of cognitions, interest turns out to be an emotion. In short,
emotions are very complex phenomena. In order to avoid oversimplifica-
tions of an intricate debate I will refrain from presenting a comprehensive
grand theory of emotions.

What I will introduce, however, is an account of one single emotion,
namely fear. This is a more modest intention, but a complicated endeavor
nonetheless. For one, fear is a broader category than we usually think; it
harbors a number of different if related phenomena. In everyday life there



is fear of the dentist, fear of being mugged in an alley at night, fear of a
future terrorist attack, fear of thunderstorms, fear of the final exam at the
end of the semester, fear of dogs, fear of speaking in front of a large crowd
etc. These phenomena are directed towards diverse intentional objects—
objects that [ am afraid of. But they also come with different experiences—
they do not exactly feel identical. In contrast to many cognitivist emotion
theorists I argue that we individuate types of fear not only according to
their appraised intentional objects (we not only think emotions), but also
according to their lived-body, temporal and intersubjective phenomenology
(we also experience emotions).

This is, of course, also true for the various shades of cinematic fear, fear
derived from an encounter with a film. In Chapters 3 to 7 I will show that
in the movie theater fear exists—not exclusively, but predominantly—in
five versions. Since canonical emotion terms may not do justice to the emo-
tions evoked by many films, it is necessary to come up with new or rarely
used ones to label those types of fear more accurately. I call them direct
horror, suggested horror, cinematic shock, cinematic dread and cinematic
terror (dread and terror are frightening versions of the larger category of
suspense). Since these five types are identical neither in terms of intention-
ality nor in terms of experience, they veer into different directions and
thus border on different emotions: shock is adjacent to surprise, horror to
disgust etc.**

Hence the word fear functions as an umbrella term in my account. It
encompasses a number of emotional states that are sufficiently close to each
other as well as to prototypical fear in everyday life in order to deserve this
single name. Yet how do I define the category of fear? I suggest an encom-
passing component theory: fear in the cinema (and elsewhere) consists of
five components which can be separated analytically, but in fact form an
integrated whole: intentionality, appraisal, action tendency, physiological
change and phenomenological experience. The five components cannot be
seen as separate parts that stand next to each other; they are aspects of the
single state we call fear.

1) Intentionality: Fear is always about something in the world and hence
related to an object or event. While anxiety is free-floating, in fear we
are afraid of something, whether real or imagined. This intertwinement
with an object or event—the “aboutness”—is called intentionality. As we
shall see, in direct horror we are afraid of the vivid sound-supported mov-
ing-images of violence or a monster perceived on the screen, whereas in
suggested horror we fear our own mental visualizations of violence or a
monster instigated by the film. At a later point, I will complicate the notion
of intentionality by drawing on an important distinction by phenomenolo-
gist Hermann Schmitz. Schmitz argues that in certain cases the content, to
which the emotion is directed, and the actual cause of the emotion do not
coincide but diverge.” In dread, for instance, I might be fearfully directed



to the plight of an endangered character alone in a dark house, but I am
actually anticipatorily afraid of having to face a moment of cinematic hor-
ror or shock myself.

Note, furthermore, that my notion of intentionality does not necessarily
entail the sentence-like form of thoughts, evaluations, judgments or beliefs:
it can but does not have to involve propositional attitudes. Just think of
animals and babies: It should hardly be contentious to claim that creatures
who are either not capable of speech at all or not yet do experience fear of
something. While intentionality often comes with propositional attitudes,
this is not always the case. Some types of fear are intentional in a non-prop-
ositional way; others are certainly propositional and hence more cognitive.
This lenient definition of intentionality has one advantage: it will allow me
to include the cinematic shock (or startle) among the five types of fear.

2) Appraisal: In fear we narrow our attentional focus on an intentional object
or event that we perceive, imagine or remember and register that this object
or event is dangerous to our well-being. In other words, in fear we consider
something we are confronted with as threatening. This appraisal, to use the
most common psychological term, can but does not have to involve cogni-
tions in any strong sense—a primitive visual or aural perception might be
enough. Fear of loud noises or snakes might be hardwired and therefore
unavoidable. But apart from innate emotional responses many of our asso-
ciatively learned emotional reactions are mediated via perceptions as well. A
visual or aural experience that frequently coincided with fear in the past can
easily respark fear in the present simply through perceiving it.*® Again, not
considering cognitive judgments and evaluations an essential component of
emotion leaves room for integrating shock in my list of fear at the mov-
ies. From a neuroscientific perspective we might say that complex cinematic
emotions like dread or terror imply cognition (involving the sensory cortex),
whereas a comparatively primitive type of fear like shock often relies on
perception (heading straight for the amygdala) and therefore remains “quick
and dirty,” in Joseph LeDoux’ words.*” The danger posed by the film can be
appraised both via simple percepts and complex judgments.

3) Action Tendency: Fear also comes with certain action tendencies that
prepare and enable actions. The most noteworthy one is our inner prepa-
ration for flight. As we shall see, in the cinema this tendency to flee the
threatening object might result in—may be followed by—proper actions
like looking away or covering one’s ears. However, these actions are not
identical with the preparing and enabling action tendencies and are not a
necessary part of fear.

4) Physiological Change: When we are afraid at the movie theater, we
sometimes consciously realize physiological reactions like muscular con-
tractions or sweaty palms. [ stipulate that such physiological changes are an



essential part of fear, even if they often take place on a subconscious level.
However, from arguing that our physiological body is somehow involved
in fear we cannot conclude that types of fear can be individuated according
to their physiology. For emotion researchers it is still an unanswered ques-
tion whether emotions in general are physiologically distinct—and so is
evidently the question whether we can separate the five types of cinematic
fear according to their physiological changes. Future research might show
whether heart rate, finger temperature or skin conductance response are
correlated with certain types of fear or not. In this study I will not say
anything profound about this topic. Yet the fact that the body clearly has
an effect on our emotions seems more than evident. When I am tired after
work, when I am exhausted after a session in the gym, when I am hung-
over from a cocktail party the night before, I have problems feeling the film.
I might realize that the film is meant to be scary or I may remember that
I found it frightening on another occasion, but under the current circum-
stances [ cannot feel afraid. Hence physiology is crucial.

5) Phenomenological Experience: Cognitivist philosophers and film schol-
ars emphasize the thinking part of an emotion—the evaluation or judgment
about the object of the emotion—and often treat the emotional experience
as epiphenomenal.®® In contrast, phenomenologists consider how it is like
to be in a certain emotional state essential. It is one of the main thrusts of
this book to show that changes in phenomenological experience are more
than a mere by-product. Even if the phenomenological experience is not
measurable, it is inextricably and essentially bound up with the emotion of
fear. In a thought experiment we might think of someone appraising a situ-
ation as a real threat for his or her well-being without experiencing what
it is like to be in the state of fear. Would we refer to such a person as being
afraid? Probably not. If you did away with the phenomenological experi-
ence, you would end up with a neutral state that has little to do with fear.

While the intentional intertwinement with an object or event that one
appraises as threatening is a necessary condition for all five types of fear,
intentionality and appraisal are often not sufficient to tell them apart. In
order to overcome overly broad categorizations and arrive at fine-grained
distinctions we should bring the phenomenological experience into play.
This move could turn out to be particularly important when it comes to
cinematic emotions (or more generally aesthetic emotions): Aesthetic emo-
tions might be distinguished from utilitarian, pragmatic everyday emotions
by an emphasis on their phenomenological quality. They are more felt than
acted on. The phenomenological component will become most obvious in
my distinction between dread and terror, two frightening versions of sus-
pense. In both cases we are afraid of a potentially horrific outcome in the
near future, but the phenomenological experience is quite different—not
least because of the distinctive formal and stylistic elements that set these
aesthetic strategies apart.



But what exactly do I mean by ‘phenomenological experience’? It cer-
tainly comprises more than a mere change of the measurable, physiologi-
cal body. What psychologists and philosophers call (bodily) feeling, often
comes down to realizing one’s sweaty palms or increased heart rate. But
the emotion of fear also involves a remarkable change of the lived-body,
spatial, temporal and intersubjective experience. In fact, fear generally
brings about a gradual, sometimes sudden metamorphosis of ourselves and
our taken-for-granted relation to the world. This transformation marks a
breach—an inter-ruption—in the continuity of our experience, coloring
the world differently and thus standing out from the more uneventful flow
of life.** The narrowed attentional focus, for instance, comes with a phe-
nomenological (not geographical!) closeness of the intentional object that
seems to press in on us and that we wish to flee. At the same time, the lived-
body is experienced differently; we literally feel it foregrounded in a specific
way. For instance, a certain form of centripetal constriction—connected to
the experiential closeness of the threatening object—seems to tighten and
compress us (which, by the way, puts fear in opposition to the centrifugal
expansion of joy or yearning). There is also a meaningful change in terms
of our experience of time, which becomes very dense and intense. And we
also pre-reflectively sense a different relation to our social environment:
When we are afraid, we are no longer at one with the world, but thrown
upon ourselves and somewhat distanced from the world around us. Hence
there is an urge to leave this phenomenological aloneness, to be near to
other people, to call someone on the phone or simply grab a hand (in later
chapters we will see how the group experience of the movie theater and its
collective fear sometimes alleviate this detachment).®

These metamorphoses—a phenomenological closeness of the threaten-
ing object, a constriction of the lived-body, a densification of time and a
certain degree of social distance to the world—are constitutive parts of the
magical transformation that comes with all types of cinematic fear. But
we will see that horror, shock, dread and terror also vary sufficiently to
tell them apart. Just to mention an example in terms of time. Horror and
shock are thoroughly rooted in the present, whereas dread and terror are
future-oriented. And while the cinematic shock bursts into the scene sud-
denly and lasts only briefly, a dread scene emerges gradually and can often
go on for a considerable amount of time. To be sure, these transformative
experiences are rarely reflected upon during our fearful encounter with the
film. Prior to any explicit thematization of one’s affective state, one is first
and foremost experiencing the situation in an affective manner. It is only
after the fact that phenomenological reflection can recover the experience.
This is what Chapters 3 to 7 are about.

To summarize, in a fearful situation my attention is strongly intertwined
with an object appraised as threatening. This dangerous object seems overly
close to me, centripetally constricting my lived-body space, foregrounding



and thickening time, detaching me from the world around me and implying
an action tendency to flee the object. In order to avoid a simple stimulus-
response model, let me stress the two-sidedness and reversibility of fear:
even if we feel passively overpowered in fear, there is also an active dimen-
sion. Not only is it often initiated by our active decision to experience it
as well as followed by specific actions like screaming or covering our ears.
But the emotion itself has an active side both in our intentional relatedness
to the threatening danger and our state of action readiness that prepares
and enables actions like looking away. Hence being passively frightened or
endangered by a threatening object or event means, simultaneously, actively
fearing it—and vice versa.*!

So far [ have indiscriminately talked about shock or terror as both “aes-
thetic strategies” and “(cinematic) emotions.” What is the difference? The
aesthetic strategy is what aims at producing the emotion: it takes place on
the filmic level and can therefore be objectively described and analyzed
stylistically as part of the filmic object. Since these aesthetic strategies exist
only in order to affect us, their implicit goal is to evoke subjectively experi-
enced (cinematic) emotions of the exact same name. Hence the expressions
horror, shock, dread and terror simultaneously refer to objective aesthetic
strategies and subjective aesthetic emotions. The distinction is a heuristic
one that analytically separates for descriptive reasons what in fact belongs
together. When we experience horror or terror in the cinema, the film-
as-aesthetic-object and the viewer-as-experiencing-subject are thoroughly
intertwined. The affective dimension would not be there without the film’s
aesthetic strategy; but an aesthetic strategy that does not entail the proper
phenomenological experience is not worthy of its name. We can certainly
cognitively judge that a scene is supposed to be emotional but do not feel as
such: I know that the scene wants to scare me because the filmic strategies
employed normally evoke this reaction—nonetheless I am bored. My evalu-
ative judgment does not coincide with my bodily response. Hence a unity
must exist between the here and the there: an intertwining and reversibility
of emotional dimension (the viewer’s fear) and evocative dimension (the
film’s danger).®

Obviously, not every viewer experiences the examples used throughout
this book identically. This is not necessary. What I strive for are not descrip-
tions of specific experiences of single viewers but shared types of experience
with a common structure—an endeavor that [ will explain in more detail in
Chapter 1. At this point I will only mention the fact that the shared dimen-
sions of embodiment underlying all our experiences—for instance, tempo-
rality and spatiality—enable us to talk about a common structure (or core)
of certain types of experience. If this common structure did not exist, we
wouldn’t be able to communicate about emotions in the first place.

What is more, it is easily conceivable that a single viewer experiences the
exact same scene very differently, depending on the circumstances. There
are the changing spatial surroundings, media and co-viewers: is the film
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shown in a cinema with numerous other viewers, or is it watched on a com-
puter screen alone at home? There is the viewer’s bodily state: is he or she
ill, tired or even on alcohol or drugs? There is the viewer’s mood: was he or
she sad or angry beforehand? There is the question of how close or far the
content is to one’s own concern at a given moment: are the wants and inter-
ests at stake in this scene intensely important or not? For instance, watch-
ing Don’t Look Now (1973) for the second time I might consider the scene
of the drowning girl much more devastating, because a close relative had
died since the first viewing. Last but not least, there is the problem of rep-
etition and habituation: it makes a difference whether I watch The Silence
of the Lambs for the first or the eighth time; and it matters whether I am
confronted with the horror genre for the first time in my life or whether I
am a regular horror buff.

THE AESTHETICS OF FEAR AND THE
PROBLEM OF CATEGORY FORMATION

But how can a film become dangerous to its viewers so that they are afraid
of it? If we presuppose that film and affect are necessarily intertwined,
we should not bracket the filmic level and simply talk about experience.
Instead, we have to dare taking a long, hard look at the aesthetics of fear.

Hence this study aims to be more than a phenomenological description
of our pleasurable fearful experience; it also sets out to understand where
these emotions are rooted aesthetically. In other words, what scary aes-
thetic strategies are used to produce the concomitant frightened affects?
This will become particularly evident in the chapters on suggested horror,
shock and dread, which include detailed discussions of aesthetic strategies;
but it is also part of the chapters on direct horror and terror. The specific
examples I choose in these discussions are supposed to represent general
types. However, the fact that I consider these scenes effective enough to
present them as typical should not prevent the reader from adding his or
her own convincing examples.

Just like descriptions of fearful cinematic experiences, however, studies
on the aesthetics of fear are rare.®® This bibliographical scarcity in terms of
experience and aesthetics of fear allows and, in fact, necessitates the (re-)
formation of categories. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson strongly sug-
gest taking embodied experience into account: “the categories we form are
part of our experience! They are the structures that differentiate aspects of
our experience into discernible kinds. My categories are thus not a purely
intellectual matter, occurring after the fact of experience. Rather, the for-
mation and use of categories is the stuff of experience.”*® In other words,
our lived bodily experience has a word to say when we form categories, and
the closer we listen, the more convincing these categories will be. This is
precisely where phenomenology comes in. Drawing on lived experience will



ground my categorization of the five types of cinematic fear.

To a certain extent these categories are well established. However, some
are defined too inconsistently or overly broad. In other cases taking into
account the lived-body more closely suggests reshaping. In two cases—
dread and terror—new categories have to be introduced. The definition of
these frightening versions of suspense points to blatant cases of catego-
rization-without-experience. Current definitions of suspense, under which
dread and terror were hitherto namelessly subsumed, are almost
exclusively based on narration and cognition, not listening to what the
lived-body has to say.

To be sure, my analytic dissection separates aesthetic elements that dur-
ing the act of viewing succeed or blend into each other and often occur
simultaneously, with mutual influence and reinforcing consequences. The
five aesthetic strategies that I will be looking at can be combined and per-
mutated in almost all varieties. Studying them in idealized isolation as
prototypes is problematic insofar as they always stand in a specific rela-
tion to each other and their environment—as specific figures on a ground.
Watching a frightening movie does not mean that [ perceive a succession
of perfectly isolated aesthetic elements, but [ always experience the movie
as a whole. On the other hand, the kind of dissection I propose here also
suggests itself to a certain degree because frightening movies are highly
episodic. They often present a series of successive incidents, thus separating
aesthetic strategies to a considerable higher degree than genres that stress
continuity and development of plot. Moreover, conceding that cinematic
experiences do not consist of absolute data independent of context does
not mean that we should give up the kind of abstraction suggested here. In
trying to establish generalities scientific category formation always comes
at the price of de-contextualization.

Its benefits are considerable though. One major argument in favor of
prototype categorization is that we do not have words for everything we
experience aesthetically. We feel something but cannot point it out due to
a lack of words, and yet we want and even need to communicate about
it”° Language helps to grasp and make communicable what is, on the one
hand, utterly fleeting and, on the other hand, very close to us in its affectiv-
ity. Only if we categorize can we hope to reflect on, compare, weigh and
discuss experiences. The case of dread is a clear-cut example: every viewer
certainly feels the difference to a terror scene but cannot name it since
there is no word. If we want to investigate the experiential aspect, we need
a more refined vocabulary.”! But in the end, my definitions are not meant
to erect barbed-wire fences. Their purpose is to enable a more nuanced
vocabulary for describing what is, in fact, always a gradual and continuous
process: aesthetic experience.



