
1.1: Defining fear, the horror genre, affect, and the 

uncanny. 

In this section, I will give a brief overview of the principle conceptual resources to be 

applied throughout this article. 

While there are many antecedents that explore the structures of fear-related emotions 

and their relation to literature, such as Pouvoirs de l'horreur/Powers of Horror (Julia Kristeva, 

1982), Das Unheimliche/The Uncanny (Sigmund Freud, 2003), A Philosophical Enquiry into the 

Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (Edmund Burke, 1999), and Περὶ 

ποιητικῆς/Poetics (Aristotle, 1997), the book that established the current field of Horror Studies 

is the oft-cited The Philosophy of Horror: Or, Paradoxes of the Heart (Noël Carroll, 1990). In it, 

Carroll establishes horror as a genre defined principally by how works within it attempt to elicit a 

relatively specific emotion, and in this he and I are more-or-less in agreement. However, though 

I appreciate Carroll’s work and its importance to Horror Studies, as a field, I find that the 

premises of his construction of horror and art-horror are unusable for my purposes. In the 

section “Defining Art-Horror,” Carroll distills his outlook as follows: 

Assuming that “I-as-audience-member” am in an analogous emotional state to that which fictional 
characters beset by monsters are described to be in, then: I am occurrently art-horrified by some 
monster X, say Dracula, if and only if 1) I am in some state of abnormal physically felt agitation 
(shuddering, tingling, screaming, etc.) which 2) has been caused by a) the thought: that Dracula is 
a possible being; and by the evaluative thoughts: that b) said Dracula has the property of being 
physically (and perhaps morally and socially) threatening in the ways portrayed in the fiction and 
that c) said Dracula has the property of being impure, where 3) such thoughts are usually 
accompanied by the desire to avoid the touch of things like Dracula. (Carroll 1990: 27. Emphasis 
Carroll's.) 

 
Laudable as it is that Carroll includes embodiedness in his treatment of art-horror, this 

cognitivist, inside-out model is deeply flawed. By permitting only those audience reactions which 

exactly mirror character reactions, Carroll creates a monolithic audience, takes emotions as 

given, and flattens nuance. He immediately doubles down on this flattening when he subsumes 



any “state of abnormal physical agitation” into a single response to internal thought. Likewise, 

his earlier statement that horror “is designed to produce an emotional effect” (Carroll 1990: 8) 

presumes too much access to authorial intent. 

On a slightly different note, his inclusion of impurity (and resultant disgust) as a 

necessary component of horror would immediately exclude social horror from the larger horror 

genre: social horror, as I intend to show, is the horror of isolation and marginalization, and is 

constituted by the uncanny, rather than by the abject. While this taxonomical element is 

interesting and not necessarily objectionable per se, it leads to a rigid, fragmentary, and 

reductionist treatment of genre that strikes me as too far removed from popular discourse and 

social relevance for my purposes. 

Rather, throughout my analysis, I will use the phenomenological construction of fear-

feeling outlined in ¶30 of Sein und Zeit/Being and Time (Martin Heidegger, 2008b). Permit me to 

summarize thus: The selfness-of-consciousness (Dasein) is constituted by relations and 

involvements that appear (and that appear as important) to consciousness. Put otherwise, 

Dasein is what matters to it, as well as how those things matter. We experience fear when some 

entity approaches that may, yet may not, involve itself to the detriment of what matters to us. By 

threatening what matters to us, the fearsome entity also threatens us, and brings to 

consciousness our relationship to and involvement with whatever it is that is important to us — it 

brings our cares to mind. Our relationships and involvements, and thus our possibilities, provide 

texture to each fearful encounter, as does the perceived nature of whatever is fearsome. 

Indeed, these textures are the very subjects of fearful encounters. Each encounter, then, will 

have a different texture, will feel different, if only due to the ever-changing effects of personal 

history. Depending on the feel of each encounter, different names may become more 

appropriate than fear: when an encounter is sudden, the fear may be better named ‘alarm’ 

(Heidegger 2008b: 181), and when a fearsome entity is utterly strange we may say we feel 

‘dread’ (Heidegger 2008b: 182). If we feel sudden fear at something wholly unfamiliar, we may 



find ourselves in ‘terror’ (Heidegger 2008b: 182). I proceed with the understanding that fear is 

rarely, if ever, experienced as any kind of simple or given thing, and will use the word ‘fear’ as a 

kind of center to a larger family of fear-related feelings. 

I follow 'The Law of Genre' (Jacques Derrida, 1980) in my understanding of genre as a 

kind of participation rather than as something a work can ‘belong’ to. However, for my writing on 

the horror genre to be comprehensible, I must offer a guide for what horror works participate in. 

As such, I define the genre of horror by how it organizes itself around fear-feeling, or, less 

directly, around the cultural trappings of fear that predate the creation of a given work. The 

Thing (John Carpenter, 1982), for example, is recognizable as a horror film because it centers 

fear-feeling: it organizes itself around the endangerment of matters of importance. Specifically, it 

presents an alien that can easily kill and perfectly replace any living thing, and which thus 

represents the possibility of a biological apocalypse. What We Do in the Shadows (Taika Waititi 

and Jemaine Clement, 2014) is also recognizable as a horror film because it centers pre-

existing cultural trappings of horror, even though it does not center fear-feeling. Instead, it 

centers the day-to-day troubles of four deeply incompetent vampires who share a flat in 

Wellington, New Zealand. 

I do not, however, presume this fear (or absence thereof) on the part of a horror story’s 

audience. Even when people within an audience share similar reactions, their relations to those 

reactions and to the reactions of those around them will be both partially shaped by personal 

and social histories, and in constant flux. This being the case, I agree with The Cultural Politics 

of Emotion (Sara Ahmed, 2013) which suggests that “[given] that shared feelings are not about 

feeling the same feeling, or feeling-in-common, … it is the objects of emotion that circulate 

rather than emotion as such. … Such objects become sticky, or saturated with affect, as sites of 

personal and social tension” (Ahmed 2013: 9). Horror stories become these kinds of objects of 

emotion — they are sticky with fear — but that does not mean that everyone will experience the 

same or similar fear, or that those who do will have the same relationship to it. Nor do I 



presume, as Carroll does, the presence of a character who ‘models’ a desired audience 

reaction; even if these models could be effective in a way that bypasses personal and social 

mediation to directly impart a specific feeling to the audience, many examples of horror do not 

include any reaction-modeling. Rather, the following analyses will be based on affective 

relations of threat within horror narratives. 

Affect, itself, I understand through affective flow. Drawing from Ahmed’s ‘objects of 

emotion,’ I define affective flow as any pre-reflective circulation of mood- and meaning-laden 

objects among bodies. This flow constantly presents itself to conscious bodies — we are always 

in a mood, and it is in part through this flow that our moods will change. Affect, then, is a body’s 

pre-reflective encounter with any circulation of mood- and meaning-laden objects. I’ve placed 

the definition of affective flow before that of affect to emphasize the dynamism and 

embeddedness of each; while I understand affect through its flow, I do not believe that either is 

necessarily prior to the other. 

Finally, because it will be important to my analyses, I will also clarify here my 

understanding of the uncanny. Sigmund Freud describes it as “that species of the frightening 

that goes back to what was once well known and had been long familiar” (Freud 2003: 124). 

The Memory of Place: A Phenomenology of the Uncanny (Dylan Trigg, 2013) reformulates it as 

“an augmented familiarity, thus (un)familiar to the core” (Trigg 2013: 27. Emphasis Trigg's), 

before elaborating: 

The [uncanny] resists unequivocal definition, leading not only to experiential anxiety, but to 
conceptual doubt, too. Based in the disjunction of opposed twins—familiar/unfamiliar, near/far, 
homely/unhomely—the uncanny circumvents laws of logic, yet at the same time frees itself from 
the need to be resolved of its paradoxical status. At its genesis, the uncanny takes up residence in 
the manifold space between experience and thought, perfectly at ease with its ability to invoke 
repulsion and allure in the subject experiencing the uncanny. (Trigg 2013: 27. Emphasis Trigg's) 
 

As an unresolved paradox, the uncanny exists outside of logic and is never wholly definable; to 

a degree, then, it shares a certain what-we-point-to-when-we-say-it-ness with genre: there will 



be examples of the uncanny that do not fit any conventional definition which are yet 

recognizably uncanny. 

It is worth noting that the invocation of familiarity in defining the uncanny also 

acknowledges the uncanny’s normative elements. I assert that the normativity of the uncanny is 

a logical normativity: because the uncanny is based on the irresolvability of a paradox, it exists 

as the uncanny only in the types of logic and logical mindsets that preclude the resolution of that 

type of paradox. In other mindsets, the uncanny is instead experienced as something entirely 

different: in mindsets that perceive the paradox but which allow for its resolution, the uncanny 

may rather be humorous, beautiful, or sublime, for instance, and mindsets that do not perceive 

any paradox may have any number of other aesthetic experiences. To argue otherwise, I 

believe, assumes that there is only one (monolithic) type of logic, which is apparent at all times, 

for all people in all places and cultures and at all states of media saturation. Orality and Literacy 

(Walter J. Ong, 2012) alone presents a significant challenge to monolithic views of logic, and so 

I am not prepared to make this assumption. I am prepared, however, to assume that any reader 

of this article shares enough of a logical mindset with me that we can agree on the uncanniness 

(or at least the paradoxicality) of my examples; this article cannot have any possibility of 

success without this agreement. 

Throughout this article, I will make transparent the ligaments and stress points of my 

logic and understandings; indeed, the previous paragraph highlights exactly this sort of 

transparency. I do so as a means of strengthening my argument, by clarifying that I understand 

its limits and contingencies and believe that its stress points are nevertheless capable of 

supporting the interpretive burdens laid upon them. Moreover, as an entry into an ongoing 

critical discourse, I am calling to attention these points as potential sites of productive and 

dialectical elaboration. 



3: Ontology 
Like other disciplines, horror philosophy seems to have taken part in an Ontological 

Turn, as many recent horror philosophy books treat on the horrific imaginary and its contribution 

to being; their general contention is that horror’s concerns, as a genre, are uniquely positioned 

to explore the limits of thinkability. Two of these in particular are useful to understanding social 

horror’s ontology: In the Dust of This Planet (Eugene Thacker, 2011) and The Spectacle of the 

Void (David Peak, 2014), with the latter put into conversation with “Building Dwelling Thinking” 

(Martin Heidegger, 2008a). I will turn to each of these in chronological order of publication, first 

giving a short summary of their contents and then building on them to fill out the perspectives 

they bring to the ontologies and fears of social horror. 

Before I do, though, I would like to note that, as a rule, the ontology of social horror is an 

ontology of broken sociality. In the same way that a broken object calls attention to itself and 

what it ought to be able to do or to mean, broken sociality calls attention to the blockage of 

affective flow. 

3.1: Sociality-Without-Me 

Thacker’s premise in In the Dust of This Planet is that climate change, its causes and 

corollaries, and the implicit threat of extinction each contribute to an increasingly unthinkable 

world. Because the horror genre has always been concerned with unthinkability, Thacker 

suggests that understanding horror may allow us to better understand and deal with our own 

situation (Thacker 2011: 1). 

Thacker grounds his approach to the unthinkable with a three-part framework which 

borrows from and expands on the world/earth dichotomy first found in “The Origin of the Work of 

Art.” (Heidegger 2008a). The first of these parts is the ‘world-for-us,’ the world we encounter in 

our daily lives. This is the world phenomenologically referred to as ‘worldly,’ in that it is built of 



the equipmentalized and the equipmentalizable: it is the world of experience and utility, 

comprehensible as given (Thacker 2011: 4). Thacker calls it the ‘World.’ The second is the 

‘Earth,’ the ‘world-in-itself.’ This is the inaccessible world, the world that is fundamentally 

indifferent to humanity, insofar as it can be said to have a mood at all. We do not interact with 

this world, as it is always just past the horizons of our capability (Thacker 2011: 4). (If the 

experience of shock comes from experiences that go against conscious possibility, then shock 

has its roots in the ‘world-in-itself’.) The last of the three worlds is the ‘world-without-us,’ 

Thacker’s ‘Planet.’ Thacker terms this as somewhere between a world from which humanity has 

been subtracted (a ‘world-for-us’ kind of definition) and a world neutral to humanity (an attempt 

at a ‘world-in-itself’ definition). As such, it is both impersonal and malign, both cultural and 

scientific, and most frequently reckoned through science fiction and supernatural horror, due to 

those genres’ orientation toward alterity (Thacker 2011: 5). Because Thacker treats horror as a 

general orientation from the thinkable toward the unthinkable and describes the Planet as a site 

of horror, I understand his Planetariness as a kind of fluid border space between thinkable and 

unthinkable existence. 

3.2: Void Sociality 

Peak follows Thacker, in that his project sets out to explore limits of thinkability. The 

Spectacle of the Void is much more interested in direct experiences of the unthinkable than In 

the Dust of This Planet is, though, and bases its investigations of those experiences in linguistic 

idealism. At all times, Peak says, perceptual data is given only as it can be ‘digested’ in the 

mind through language (Peak 2014: 21), the eternal failure of which language necessitates that 

all of horror literature be exemplified by two narrative structures: inarticulate lucidity (having 

something to say but being unable to say it) and articulate confusion (being able to speak 

clearly about one’s inability to parse circumstances) (Peak 2014: 12). Within those structures, 



any experience that points beyond known dimensionality points also to horror reality (Peak 

2014: 26). 

This type of experience, he says, is unthinkable, yet it is frequently seen, not least 

because of our “need to look,” which Peak understands as an extension of the need to articulate 

and speak (Peak 2014: 37). Perceiving the unthinkable is an experience he terms the 

‘spectacle.’ Implicated in the spectacle are distance, memory, imagination, and giving in, a 

phrase which Peak uses to mean relinquishing control and embracing death and/or alterity 

(Peak 2014: 52). The other half of the title, the void, is understood as the consummation of 

mind/body dualism (phrased as decapitation) and the associated non-sensation (Peak 2014: 

53). The void is found by piecing together disparate elements of reality and experience in such a 

way that they lose the ability to be thought; this new unthinkability then reaches out and infects 

thinkable reality and thereby reveals it to have always been unthinkable (a ‘hole within’) and 

thus horrific. This revelation also links the world-for-us and the world-without-us, in 

contradistinction to Thacker’s contention that the two could not co-exist (Peak 2014: 57-58). 

Peak creates ‘Horror Reality,’ then, as an experience of four parts: faulty 

understanding/communication, a necessary experiential truth of sense data, the interconnection 

of sense-truths which produces unthinkability, and dissolution into speculative and unknown 

inhumanity (Peak 2014: 84). 

I am thoroughly intrigued by the endpoints toward which Peak strives, that there are 

experiences which one can have but which are nevertheless unthinkable, and that their 

unthinkability can reach out, as it were, and infect thinkability as a whole, rendering everything 

unthinkable and plunging the un-thinker into a horror reality. I find myself nevertheless unable to 

follow the path he takes to get there, not least because of a number of untenable assertions, but 

also because I wish to maintain at least a nominally phenomenological perspective. In order to 

re-create Peak’s horrific infection of thinkability in phenomenological terms — that is, to build 



toward what I will call a ‘void sociality’ — it will be helpful to turn to “Building Dwelling Thinking” 

(Heidegger 2008a). 

What is most relevant to void sociality in Heidegger’s essay is the construction of 

‘dwelling.’ To borrow from the language of Being and Time, dwelling is a fundamentally worldly 

aspect of being, definable as the fact of concern for things and for the mundane, celestial, 

divine, and humane meanings and implications that comprise them. To dwell is to be attentive to 

those meanings, to care for and protect them, and when we think of dwelling we think of 

activities that are performed alongside each other (Heidegger 2008a: 349). Dwelling is, for 

Heidegger, the kind of living characterized by the ready-to-hand: the creation, revelation, and 

activation of possibilities, meanings, and projects. Every element of the dweller’s world is 

embedded in the interconnectedness of every other element, creating a wholly intraconnected 

world: bridges and other locales create and reveal spaces, such as rivers, riverbanks, and 

meadows, as well as the essences of those spaces. We attend to, care for, and protect those 

locales, spaces, and essences with things, and those things have their own essences.i 

The unthinkable of this dwelled-in world is the unassimilable: anything that resists 

integration into the intraconnected world. Such an object resists also the comfort- and the use-

possibilities of the ready-to-hand, and, due to that resistance, orients itself toward unsettledness 

and horror. A horrific experience, then, is an experience that disrupts dwelling, which insists on 

itself but which nevertheless resists assimilation into meaning and use structures. The degree to 

which it insists on itself and its presence, and to which it does not permit itself to fall out of mind 

or otherwise recede from consciousness or, obversely, to be assimilated, corresponds closely to 

the strength of the horror experience. 

An especially strong horror experience does not just disrupt dwelling, but inverts it. The 

insistent unassimilability of the unthinkable begins to replace the relations of meaning and 

possibility usually found in average everydayness, undoing utility and involvement, and 

foreclosing access to sense. Matters of concern and importance cannot be cared for or 



protected; nothing can be helped, and nothing can help. Things may be present, but they are 

not ready-to-hand. This, I assert, is the plunge into horror reality, the phenomenological 

dissolution into the void. In Heideggerian terms, it is a breakdown of what we care for and how 

we care. 
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