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Abstract
“Fear” is a negative emotion that people usually avoid because it makes them feel inferior, troubled and at the same time equally disturbed. However people tend to rush to theatres once a horror movie is released. The horror genre always comes up as a suggestion among young people’s gatherings, camp nights, staycations etc., it’s often seen as a thought or a sense of making things exciting and memorable that leads them to it.
This thesis explores fear as a fundamental human emotion, why it’s considered negative and it has psychological as well as biological roots. It also focuses on how horror films could affect the human body as well as the brain and also focuses on the methods filmmakers use in a horror movie to manipulate human minds. This study aims to understand the psychological toll that horror movies can impose on audiences. The paper presents a comparative analysis of two critically acclaimed horror films, The Babadook and Hereditary, to examine the different techniques employed in evoking fear.
The paper concludes by analyzing the ways through which these films manipulate fear, also highlighting the impacts of horror in human, by exploring whether such fears disturb or sustain audiences.
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Chapter 1 
Introduction
Fear is a universal concept and an emotion which is inevitable yet paradoxical. People sometimes voluntarily seek to experience fear, while it often represents vulnerability. Why do audiences willingly expose themselves to fear inducing stimuli in theatres, at home or in other settings? Is it because witnessing helplessness on-screen allows them to explore human vulnerability or does it help them confront and manage their fear in a stereotypical environment where fear is portrayed as a sign of one’s vulnerability? The genre of horror stands to be one of the most powerful cinematic tools that evokes a rush of emotion in viewer’s minds resulting in an unsettling experience. As our brain learns to connect fear with certain stages of life that one goes through, filmmakers exploit psychological mechanisms to create cinematic techniques that evoke fear in people’s minds through visuals, sounds and narration. 
The cross cultural perspectives on fear is limited as this research primarily brings in western horror cinema as the subject to examination, here psychological horror has been given more focus than slasher or supernatural horror.
This thesis explores the psychological and biological roots behind horror films, exploring how fear is instilled by cinema and the psychological toll it engraves on viewers. To achieve these psychological mechanisms in depth, this study will be further divided into five chapters; each chapter expresses a crucial facet of fear in cinema, from the manipulation in cinematic techniques till its origin in the human minds.
The evolution and history of fear in cinema: Tracks down the development of horror cinema.The Psychology of Fear: examines how fear turns out to be conditioned biologically and psychologically. “Cinematic Manipulation of Fear: A Comparative Study of The Babadook and Hereditary”.























Chapter 2
The Evolution and History of Fear in Cinema
For centuries, the notion of “fear” has been central to storytelling deeply embedded in myths, folktales and oral traditions laying the foundation for horror as a genre. The arrival of cinema transformed fear into a visually and auditory experience, with Georges Melies "Le Manoir du Diable” (1896) also known in English as ‘The Haunted castle’, often regarded as the first horror cinema. It was made with an aim to amuse rather than to terrify. Over time, as cinema evolved, filmmakers started using psychological tools, and evolved from simple to complex, affecting people without them knowing it, a kind of slow poison which no one noticed. 
2.1 Fear as a Negative Emotion
Discomfort and vulnerability are mostly evoked by fear, making it often viewed as a negative emotion. To create suspense and unease in cinemas, the instinctive reaction is manipulated. This paradox is exploited by horror films as while horror being a distressing genre yet audience are still drawn to it. Evolutionary significance in human survival is seen in fear as it alerts us to danger but at the same time it carries psychological significance which through media artificially indulges. 
2.2 Early Horror Cinema: Silent Era and German Expressionism
The silent era 1890s to 1920s relied fully on visuals, to evoke fear. This period totally dedicated supernatural entities to horror cinema, bringing up the unknown societal fear of ghosts, vampires and monsters, reflecting societal anxieties all paved its way into deep rooted fears present in collective human consciousness. Films like “The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari” (1920) and “Nosferatu” (1922) which can be considered two of the German expressionist films pioneered techniques such as unsettling lighting, the technique that used to create tension and suspense in people’s minds. Shadow play and distorted set designs, mainly used to show a character's inner struggles or its mental state. 
2.3 Classic Hollywood Horror (1930s to 1950s)
With the introduction of synchronized sound in cinema things took a big shift. Studios like Universal Pictures dominated the genre with iconic cinemas like The Wolf Man (1941), Frankenstein (1931), and Dracula (1931). The movies were more theatrical by blending horror in between gothic romance and suspense, introducing audiences to figures that symbolized both psychological and societal fear. Practical effects and orchestral scores created a high sense of fear in the form of tension in the audience’s minds. 
2.4 The Shift to Psychological Horror (1960s-1970s)
The mid-20thcentury marked the shift from supernatural contents to psychological horror. Filmmakers such as Alfred Hitchcock whose movie Psycho (1960) blurred the lines between reality and horror with editing, music and suggestions to create lasting fear. The terms such as social anxieties, trauma and human psychology were hunted down by the horror genres of the 1970s. Movies started using religious fear with raw and visceral horror- visceral is used to describe a deep feeling that’s hard to control or ignore. Movies which exploits physical body as the key source of horror are known as visceral horror. “The Exorcist” (1973) and “The Texas Chainsaw Massacre” (1974) are examples of visceral horror. Horror genre was further introspected to the disturbing realm further in 1968 in the movie “Rosemary’s Baby” which delved more into paranoia and psychological breakdowns.

2.5 Horrors in the 1980s to 1990s
This period introduced a nightmare which still goes around, the emergence of the slasher subgenre- mainly known for the number of bloodshed shown, it’s a horror movie where the killer is often a masked antihero. Examples may include “Halloween” (1976), “A Nightmare on Elm Street” (1984) etc. These films played upon human subconscious fears of haunted spaces and the fragility of the human mind. 
2.6 Modern Psychological Horror (2000s-Present)
By this era horror started to be focused on psychological horror, fear started to stem from oneself internally rather than external conflicts. Films like The Babadook (2014) and Hereditary (2018) show this using the slow burn storytelling. Jump scares and gores turned out to be old fashioned and vanished by this time. 
The evolution of fear in cinema shows how a simple thought meant to evoke curiosity and amusement transformed into something that haunts audiences. From the silent era’s supernatural tales to modern psychological and socially relevant horrors, the portrayal of fear has continuously evolved.
As horror continues to evolve it becomes clearer that fear is not just a mere emotion but a complex cinematic tool that is manipulated skillfully by filmmakers to engage and disturb the audience.





Chapter 3
 The Psychology of Fear 
FEAR can be defined as a desperate emotion that we usually avoid as it causes distress and terror. However the aesthetics behind horror films suggest that fear can be a pleasurable experience. The emotion of fear and excitement comes in as it stems from the adrenaline rushes once the villain or the antagonist to the hero, strikes. This is also why audiences flock to the theaters. Thoughts aren’t limited to the brain as reaction to what we see on-screen extends throughout the body. As the brain perceives these horrors, it starts to alert the autonomic nervous system by sending signals to the hypothalamus, which later stimulates the adrenal glands to release cortisol and adrenaline, which are hormones that increases heart rates and alertness, such a response is essential to the fight or flight reaction.
According to the study by John B. Watson and Rosalie Rayner (1920) in the experiment called “The Little Albert Experiment” which was conducted on a 9-month-old baby to whom a white fluffy rat was shown with scary loud noise simultaneously, to prove that fear could be conditioned in human thoughts through classical conditioning. This experiment made it clear that fear can be artificially created through repeated association and can lead to baseless anxieties, as over time the child in the experiment developed a fear towards anything that resembles the white and fluffy rat including white and fluffy objects.
Similarly, the horror genre uses classical conditioning to create a link or train viewers to be afraid of certain visuals or auditory cues, such as certain eerie music or sudden darkness, the quiet tone namely the slow camera moments that brings in fear into the audience. Over time the audience unknowingly slowly starts connecting these elements with danger similar to that of the little Albert who connected his fear to anything white and fluffy. A crucial role is played by these manipulations in psychological horror as things turn out to be in a way where fear is about what is expected to happen and also about what is seen.  
Another relevant study was that of the Mian, Rayner, Harkin, and Williams (2003) study which was conducted on a group of 32 young people aged 20 and 26. Heart rate and blood pressures were checked before and in between the movie which revealed that watching a horror genre reportedly causes an increased heart rate to 14 beats per minute as well as a much higher increase in blood pressure. In addition the researchers found that the individual’s body started to prepare itself to defend against a threat or that as of a dangerous situation, the white blood cells increased along with a higher amount of haematocrit (the percentage of red cells in one’s body) in response to the stress. A high amount of haematocrit may indicate dehydration, lung disease or even a blood disorder. 
Every-time we watch a horror genre our imagination works on too, just as it builds up scenarios every-time something happens in life. The psychological effect is loudened as this horror genre adds into the subconscious fears which may include those hidden and long rooted anxieties that one may not be aware of. Studies prove that horror genre exploits primordial fears that is the emotions of fear which are deeply ingrained in the human psyche, which are been passed down from our ancestors, examples may include the fear of death, fear of heights, fear of darkness, fear of isolation, fear of predators etc., such common fears are often used in many psychological horror cinemas which includes fears such as losing loved ones, loneliness or even childhood trauma which are quite common in many individuals life. Such events are put up which keeps things more in a psychological way rather than jump scares alone. Similarly, while watching a horror movie as suspense’s approach our human minds tend to imagine what is quite normal but at the same time are you aware how powerful one's imagination could be? 
Now as we understand the psychological foundation of fear and the artificial conditioning it's equally important to examine how changes have occurred to the horror genre, how it has evolved etc., as these shape the way spectators observe or experience fear on-screen. 
















Chapter 4
 Cinematic Manipulation of Fear 
A Comparative study of The Babadook and Hereditary
Cinemas like The Babadook (2014) and Hereditary (2018) cut across conventional scares by delving into psychological trauma and grief using masterful cinematic methods. This chapter examines cinematic manipulation of fear in these two movies, focusing on their themes, impact on audience and symbolism.
4.1 The Babadook
Plot - The movie portrays a troubled child Samuel, whose single mother Amelia is shown struggling with grief after her husband’s death. The movie further talks about The Babadook, a monster unleashed from a creepy pop-up book that stirs up Amelia’s repressed emotions.
Themes - Depression, grief and maternal resentment. The Babadook symbolizes unresolved trauma and mental illness, showing Amelia’s struggle to process loss.
 4.2 Hereditary 
Plot – The protagonist Annie Graham uncovers a family curse linked to a demonic cult after her mother’s death. Her son Peter is shown taken over by the demon Paimon, leading to a sacrificial ritual.
Themes – Generational mental illness, inherited trauma and existential dread. The movie questions whether mental breakdowns are caused by outside forces or run in the family.
4.3 Impact on Audiences and 	Portrayal of Fear in Characters

	Aspect
	The Babadook
	Hereditary 

	 Fear of Character
	The protagonist Amelia Vanek’s fear comes from the grief she hides and guilt, which turns into anger.
	The protagonist Annie’s fear comes from loss of control and mental illness which is hereditary.

	Fear of audience 
	Reflection from Amelia’s worsening mental state that brings in a tight, suffocating tension.
	The fear stems from losing control over life due to the inevitable fate and familial collapse.



4.4 Techniques used to evoke fear 
4.4.1 The Babadook
Audio design- The strange Woozy audio effect reflects Amelia’s drained state from lack of sleep, while The Babadook’s roars heard as layered video game sounds create the tension stronger.	
Lighting- The movie symbolizes emotional isolation through flickering lights and shadows.
Editing- Reactions of characters are revealed before a particular threat is shown, so as to increase the point of suspense making the scene stronger.
4.4.2 Hereditary
Visual Metaphors- The small, detailed models the miniature dioramas that Annie creates symbolizes how powerless she feels similar to that of her life being controlled as she controls her model figures. 
Pacing- The gradual increase of building tension from the slow start gives intense moments of shock like that of Charlie’s decapitation.
Camera work- The family’s home which is isolated brings in existential loneliness through wide shots.
4.3 Psychological Themes
The movie The Babadook focuses on individual trauma, here the depression of Amelia is connected to the guilt over her husband’s death and her discontent towards motherhood. Inescapability of grief, repressed emotion is represented through The Babadook. The movie shows how psychological collapses are led by suppressing emotions as viewed in worsening mental state of Amelia and the relentless presence of The Babadook symbolizes inescapability of unresolved trauma. The movie Hereditary explores Annie’s inability to let go of the past, as her grief is addictive. This emotional entrapment is intensified by the movie's exploration of inherited mental illness and the idea of fate, reinforced by her family’s dark past. This movie looks into how traumas which are unresolved are passed down through generations. 
4.4 Symbolism 
	Film
	Symbols

	The Babadook
	The pop-up book represents suppressed trauma.
Darkness represents Amelia’s deteriorating psyche, symbolizing how reality is consumed by grief.

	Hereditary
	Miniatures reflect the protagonist’s fractured reality.
Cult rituals symbolize the loss of personal agency and inherited traumas which are inevitable.


4.5Impacts and Emotional responses
The viewers of The Babadook are forced to confront the taboo of maternal resentment. Leaving a lasting unease about mental health’s societal stigma.
Hereditary through familial disintegration provokes existential terror, by setting out unsettling questions about inherited mental illness.   
 4.6 Conclusion
Psychological realism is used by both movies to evoke fear. The Babadook through character study explores grief, at the same time Hereditary inflates dread with horror that is of cosmic and ancestral curses. The contrast of accepting vs. succumbing to trauma shows the dual nature of fear.
















Conclusion 
The complex relationship between human psychology, the experience of fear and the art of filmmaking are the areas through which this research took a deep dive. The research sought to unravel the psychological impact of horror cinematic experience and conundrum of why horror- a genre which is designed to evoke negative emotion makes people willingly subject themselves to watch it. The transformative journey of horror cinema is highlighted in this research, showing the phases of how horror as a genre started as a visual amusement and in the late 19th century and currently in a stage of complex psychological exploration in contemporary films. The genre of horror has adapted to align with fear of the current time, the change to internal conflicts and psychological breakdowns of modern horror from a beginning were horror used to talk about supernatural entities in early cinema this genre has constantly strived to reach the fear of the time. 
The question of how horror films create artificial associations while mediating between specific stimuli and feelings of dread was explored through an analysis of classical conditioning while looking into the body’s response of fear involving hypothalamus, adrenal gland and the autonomic nervous system. The strategic use of techniques to manipulate fear in cinema were added into fears of death, isolation and loss called the primordial fears and subconscious anxieties which were made through auditory cues, unsettling visuals and suspenseful narratives.
 How do horror films affect the human body and brain? To manipulate fear in the horror genre, what are the techniques and methods used by filmmakers?
Even though horror cinemas provide negative emotions of fear, why do people willingly subject themselves to watch it? What are the imposed psychological tolls by a horror movie towards the audience? Valuable insights were brought into these questions through an examination of cinematic techniques, evolution of horror cinema and psychological study. Horror films affect the human brain as well as the human body as it triggers psychological responses, which includes increased neural activities- the chemical and electrical signals sent and generated by neurons in the brain, and heightened heart rate in fear related pathways. The psychological toll experienced by people varies from person to person even though they are related to one another as some may experience temporary or less unease while others may suffer from anxieties, sensitivity heightened to fear and nightmares which may last longer or forever being buried deep inside one. The societal fears and anxieties are often reflected by the horror genre, through examining the evolution of the horror genre it's revealed how horror served as a mirror to historical and political concerns. Emotional manipulation techniques in horror show ways and examples on how storytelling could be enhanced across various genres, which has practical application in media. Potential psychological toll of the horror genre has severe effects in mind, hence responsibly watching it realizing that horror movies could affect minds shows why it’s important to watch them responsibly and be aware of mental health.
This study lays the groundwork for further exploration of horror, the human mind and fear. Expansion on these findings could be done in different ways: 
Comparative film studies: Examine particular cinematic techniques impact by analyzing deep into specific horror films.
Varied demographic impacts: How horror is accepted by different cultures, genders and age groups.
Psychological effects in long-term: Conducting studies in a longitudinal way on repeated exposure of horror films and its effects.
Use of fear in therapy: For desensitization and emotional catharsis exploring how horror genre could be used as a tool.	
Limited scope- This thesis focuses on western horror cinema, which may not fully be adaptable in other traditional horror cultural contexts. 
Subjectivity- Fear is a highly personal experience, which is shaped by individual experiences and cultural influences which makes generalization difficult.
Consideration: Ethical concerns are raised while studying horror as it brings up prospective psychological distress in participants, especially in extreme horror films. The contents must carefully be considered to ensure the well-being of the subject.
Individual’s engagement with the horror genre is crucial as horror is merely viewed by people as a tool to terrify audiences; all warrant clear examinations as the body's psychological responses, its psychological impacts and deep reasons behind the audience's attraction to the genre. Once a horror movie is over as the lights in the theaters come back on audiences are not just left with the view of credits but also the rising questions, intuitions, the journey towards unease and anxieties. This research shows new pathways to understand cinema’s power to risen intense emotions and questions our understanding of the human condition. The intricate interplay between psychology, cinematic art of storytelling and culture was revealed through the exploration of fear. For grappling one's deepest fear, exploring anxieties and delving into the human minds the horror cinema continues to elicit all medium. The theme of what it means to be a human is unrevealed through this study of horror movies.
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