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Motherhood and Fear: The Influence of Traditional Religion on
American and J apanese Horror

INTRODUCTION

With the sensation generated by the 2002 release of 7%e Ring, the American take on the
classic Japanese horror film Ringu, a new trend in American horror was born. Shifting .its
attention away from more common Western themes, Hollywood focused on emulating the
Japanese ?syohologi_cal viewpoint by shying away from demented murderers and turning instead
~ to vengeful ghosts and cursed apparitions. |

Aside from these backbone elements, however, the emergence of J apanese “horror
remakes highlighted another dlstmct fundamental difference between the traditional American
and Japanese takes on horror: the portrayal of powerful, villainous women. Why does American
horror suggest contempt for such female antagonists, whereas Japanese horror conveys the
opposite: fearful respect? What factors influence these portrayals? These are the questions I aim

to answer.

Why Horror? Fear as a Reflection of Cultural Valueé

Fear is commonly defined as “an unpleasant emotion caused by the belief that someone
or something is dangerous, likely to cause pain, or a threat.,.” It is also known to be a “mixed
feeling of dread and reverence” (Fear). The logical reconciliatory explanation would be that
reverence can be prac‘uced out of fear of consequence from power, and therefore the two are
d1fferent embodlments of the same emotmn obJects of fear often command deep respect. The
complemty of such an emotion is not lost on the Japanese. The common Word used to indicate
emotional fear or horror, osore, is usually written W1th the Chinese character %ﬁ" indicatin g fright
and dread. In cases where fear results from the acknowledgement of authority or sirength, the
word can be written with the character {2, which implies awe and deference. Considering these
connotations, I find it reasonable that a dissection of an individual’s fears would lead to insight
concerning his moral character. Furthermore, since culture is “a shared organization of ideas...”
(LeVine 1984), the examination of an individual’s fears should allow for greater understanding,
by extension, of the qultural values to which he subscribes. In an effort to gain deeper awareness
of the role -of women in Japanese society, [ will examine the treatment. of female characters in

Japanese horror stories, and compare their characterizations with their Western counterparts.
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of Japanese society as Shinto and therefore “feminine-maternal,” and my classification of
American society as Christian and therefore “masculine-paternal,” I offer a brief overview of the
religious make-up of the two countries.

According to the 2008 American Religious Identification Survey, 76 percent of
Americans self-identify as Christian or as an adherent of a Christian denomination. The phrase
“So help me God” is often part of many Federal oaths, including those taken by Judges and
witnesses in court; “In God We Trust” has been stamped on U.S, currency since the Civil War.
As recently as 2010, the question as to whether the invocation of God’s name is necessary when
pledging allegiance to the U.S. flag was brought before lawmakers*. Regardless of the country’s
rise to the forefront in issues concerning modernization, human rights, and democratic freedom,
the U.S. remains at heart a nation built and upheld by religious prirrciples_ and belief. To dismiss
the county’s ties to Christiaﬁ_morals would be to ignore a large proportion of what constitutes the.
current Amerrcan mindset. _. _ |

To an American, the role of religion in Japanese soc1ety m1ght be harder to spot.
According to a 2007 Japanese govemment survey, when asked if religion was something upon
which they relied for everyday moral support and guidance approximately 53% of Japanese
aged 18 to 24 responded in the negative; compared to the 14% of Americans who responded_ '
similarly, this large ﬁgure would understandably lead to the mistaken conclusion that J BPANese. '
are generally non-religious. Results from a separate government survey, however mdrcate the
opposite: statistics collected for a 2011 report reveal that apprommately 51% of Japanese
identify as mernbers of the Shinto fa1th whrle roughly 42% conslder themselves Buddhlst3 The
difference here is in how_ the Japanese define re_hgro_n. Since the rbeglnr_rmg of Japanese hlstor_y,,
the animistic tradition of Shinto has been a part of everyday life in Japan; ancient texts datirrg
back to the 8™ century hold records of the indigenous J ap-enese belief in ,.i.cami(ﬁi)., or the natural
spiritual essence possessed by all objects and phenomena. The teachings of Confiscianism and
Buddhism, introduced to Japan through contact with China and Korea as early as the 6 century,
certainly influenced Japanese spititual thought, but did not altogether replace the country’s
indigenous faith. In fact; attempts fo amalgamate Confucian and BuddhrSt concepts with what
would later come to be known as Shinto are recorded in documents dating back to the Asuka
Period and the reign of Empress Suiko_,_t592 ~ 628); her nephew, Prince Shotoku, married the

three belief systems in his Seventeen Article Constitution (Sources 37) as a moral and ethical
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MOTHERHOOD IN RELIGION: FEMALE CONTROL OVER LIFE AND DEATH

While “feminine-maternal” and “masculine-paternal” belief systems are not necessarily
mutually-exclusive, for the purpose of this investigation I consider both Shinto and Christianity
to fall -primarily under one of the two categories. I offer the following interpretation of
fundamental Shinto and Christian myths with regard to the portrayal of women and motherhood
in support of my decision.

Shinto

“ Recorded in the 'Kojiki and Nihon Shokl, the oldest extant texts of ancient J'apdnese‘
history, the tale of Izanagi-no-mikoto and Izanami-no-mikoto is part of a collection of myths
detailing the birth of the deiﬁes and oredtion. of the T apanese isles. According to the tale, I‘zan'agi-'
no-mikoto (@‘FHK%ME{ he- who 1nv1tes) and his sister Izanamr-no-m1koto (P SE 2, she- Wh0~
1nv1tes) were surnrnoned rnto existence by the ﬁrst gods born from chaos, Upon eompletron of a
marriage ceremony, the two mated (note the moral-neutrality of mcest) and Izanaml gave birth to
two deformed children. Conoerned the couple pet1t1oned the gods for help, and were told that
they had performed the ritual mcorreetly Izanag1, the male delty, shonld have spoken ﬁrst durrng
the ceremony The couple eompleted the ritual agarn and this time Izanami bore many ohﬂdren
including the erght great 1sla.nds of J apan Aﬁer g1v1ng blrth to the ﬁre deity, Kagut‘usehr -no-
kami (kZJ?J_ :L%‘EF), Izanami dres and passes 1111:0 the underworld Devastated at the death of
hrs wife, Izanag1 Journeyed to Lhe underworld to searoh for her. Upon her drscovery, Izanag1
vowed at her insistence that he Would not look upon her form or leave her side. While Izanarm _
slept, however Izanagr broke his vow; the srght of Izana.mr 8 rottlng corpse ternﬁed her husband,
and he fled the underworld in fear, Enraged that I7anag1 broke his prormse Izanami chased him
back to the entrance of the underworld. Unable to mancuver around the grant boulder Izanagr
plaeed in front of the entrance, the angry Iza.namr vowed to kil 1 000 meti every day In response,

Izanagi swore to créafe 1,500 men every day. After ‘his ernergence from the underworld Izanagl

had o cleanse his form and durlng the oleansrng prooess begot the gods Amaterasu—omrkamr (JE
ﬂﬁii‘ﬁi Sun Goddess) Tsukuyom1—no~m1koto (ﬁ H’Z’ZE% Moon God) and Susanoo no~m1koto
(?:jz% %, Storm God).
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| At ﬁrst glance 1‘c'W0u1d appear_thatthe .story of Izanagl and Izanaml is 1mbued with -

: cave) thercby deprlvmg the World of hght Darkness enveloped the earth: resu tmgé'ln cha()s and B
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death, Concerned for the welfare of the living beings, the other gods conspired to coax
Amaterasu out of the cave by causing a commotion, Ame-no-Uzume-no-mikoto (Rl 2#r;
goddess of dawn and mirth) hung a mirror* from a sakaki** tree at the cave’s entrance and
proceeded to perform a comical dance, stripping off all of her clothes in the process. The other
deities watched and laughed uproariously, piquing Amaterasu’s’ interest. Curious, the Sun
Goddess peeked out from the cave and glanced at the mirtor, which shone brilliantly in her light.
Unknowingly mesmetized by her own reflection, Amaterasu emerged from the cave, which was
then blocked ‘off by the other gods, barring her reentry. Sunlight returned to the world, restoring
order and life. Susanoo was then banished from Heaven as punishment for his trans gressions.
Amatetasu-omikami’s emergence from Ama-no-Iwato is an obvious referénce to birth,
the creation of life from a woman’s womb. Only once the sun, represented by a female deity,
| rises from obscurity can life be sustained. Conversely, her decision to hide brings death; no
other deity has the ability to restore the world to order. In recognition of this power, the other
divine beings, as well as humans, pay reverence unto Amaterasu for fear of her anger and the
chaos it brings.
Christianity
Thoée who subscribe to the Shinto fatth are not alone in their fear'of deetruction at the
hands of womar; how that woman is wewed however, seems to vary greatly aCross dlfferent
fa1ths Undoubtedly one of the most nnportant founclatmnal myths of Chnst1an1ty, the creatwn of
man and his subsequent expulswn from the Garden of Eden 111ustrates Just how different those
views can be
Outlined in the Book ef 'Genesis',- God feshiened the 'ﬁli‘stzrnen,'Adain, in his own image,
Deciding that Adam should not be alone and needed a helper, God then created Eve from
Adam’s flesh; she was the first woman. Placing them in the Garden of Eden, God forbade Adam
and Eve from eating the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. At first completely innocent in their
obedlence man and woman were unaware of their nakedness or sexuahty and w1th0ut shame
, Then the serpent the most cunnmg of all creatures created by God spoke to the woman and told
her that eatlng the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge Would make her 11ke God. Eve hstened
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ok of its fruit arid até, She-

- of both negative and positive associations with motherhood:
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The qualities associated with {the mother archetype] are maternal solicitude and

- sympathy; the magic authority of the female; the wisdom -and spiritual exaltation
that transcend reason; any helpful instinct or impulse; all that is benign; all that
cherishes and sustains; that fosters growth and fertility. The place of magic
transformation and rebirth, together with the underworld and its inhabitants, are

- presided over by the mother, On the negative side, the mother archetype may
connote anything secret, hidden, dark; the abyss, the world of the dead, anything
that devours, seduces and poisons,-that is terrifying and ‘-inescapable like fate
(Jung 139).- -

The side of the mother archetype that develops in the conscious mind depends, in pait at least, on
the culture in which we are raised. Certainly the level of reverence afforded women as part of
“feminine-maternal” and “masculine-paternal”’ values counts among those cultural factors that
would influence that development. I argue those raised in predominately Christian societies
might generally manifest the mother archetype differently than those from non-Christian
backgrounds. An examination of traditional Western and Japanese folktales supports this claim...
| Tradit'ional-Folktales: Or1g1ns of llorror

Those unfamiliar with the history of the hotror story might simply relegate its origins to
the rising popularity of macabre fiction during the l9th century. The ropts of the horror story,
however, can be traced much further back to traditional folklore and fairy tales passed___.dourrr
through generatrons all throughout the world - ._ _7 o , L L

The most renowned oollectmn of Westem fau-y tales and folk legends is, undoubtedly,
Children’s cmd Household Tales ﬁrst pubhshed in 1812 by Jacob and Wilhelm Grrmm Now
commonly referred to as Grzmms Fatry Tales this. oolleotwn of old European folklore serves as
an early guidepost for the archetypal themes and motifs that tend to pervade modem Amerloan
horror One suoh archetype IS that of the ev11 stepmother a oharaeter whose “foul deeds. ..come
to occupy center stage” m many a story even when the father ﬁgure is responsrble “for creatmg
turmoil” between the female oharaeters (Tatar 150) indeed, desp1te 1neestuous attractlon for his
young daughter, the father portrayed in some of the older versrons of Snow Whlte is harled as the

eventual hero. The use of the term “stepmother,” how_ever, should not h_e_ confused for a
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Western lore, yokai are rarely the targets of assagsination attempts; the general practice is to
simply avoid them.

‘As frightening as they may be, yokai only constitute one half of Japan’s supernatural
realm; the other half is inhabited by yurez "Souls that have been separated from fheir corporeal
forms, usually through death yurei are fated to wander the earth much like Western ghosts "The
term yuref is quite general; restless spmts can actually be’ further classified accordmg to manner
of death and emotional state. Examples 1nclude omyo (?pl% ; vengeful ghosts), goryo (HE; an
honored spirit, usually of arlstocratw orlgms) szakurez (i‘@ﬁi@% souls bound to spemﬁc
locatwns), and lklrjyo (E% a soul that temporanly leaves 1ts 11v1ng body) (Yure1 178 179) One
famous ghosl story details an old man’s cncounter with an amekaiyurei (‘ﬁ‘“ﬁ 3 Llﬂ%’ the
Candy-Buying Ghost). The story of the ghost mother caring for her living child even in death
demonstrates the sheer strength of the maternal bond in Japanese culture; the amekaiyurei, 1
argue, exemplifies the nurturing caretaker outlined in the positive mother archetype. Her earthly
presence also alludes to the Shinto belief that the material world and the spiritual world are
inherently linked.

While some yurei are driven by undying love, the majority of the spirits encountered in
Japanese ghost stories are overcome by onnen (#%:), an overwhelming sense of rage and
betrayal that fuels their desire for revenge. An eplsode in Genji Monogatari (The Tale of Genji),
- Lady Murasaki’s famed 11" century classic, illustrates the dangerous power of onnen as it
consumes the soul of Lady Rokujo an ehte courtesan in the Heian Imperial court. Enraged by
the phﬂandermg ways of her lover, Genjl Lady ROkll]O unknowmgly produces an ikiryo, wh1ch
attacks and ultimately kllis Genji’s W1fe Similaritics between the characterization of Lady
Rokujo and the mother archn,type are obv10us d1‘1ven by negative emotion, the female spmt acts
to devour the obJects of its discontent. Despite her malicious conduct, however, 1 contend that
Lady Rokujo is not altogether evﬂ Indeed the very existence of a vengeful spirit necessitates
profound sufferlng at the hand of some rnoral transgressor, and Lady Rokujo’s subsequent
remorse and. attempts to amend the 31tuat10n cast her in a decndedly sympathetic light.
Compassionate deplctlons of female onryo are commonplace inJ apanese legend; other
noteworthy spirits 11lclude Okiku (from Bancho Samyashzk:), the maldservant who was thrown
down a well for refusmg her mastet’s advances, and Isora (from Ugetsu Monogatari), daughter

of a Shinto priest who died from heartbreak after the betrayal of her husband’,
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such wickedness signifies an object of desire so seductive even the purest are victim to its
enchantment. Some might argue the emotional bond between the couple is what motivated the
angels to kill. This interpretation, however, is superficial. Though the angels “coveted” the lovers,
they deem it only necessary to snatch away the soul of the woman, and not the man, in order to
alleviate their envy. A seemingly insignificant detail, the choice of the seraphs to let the man live
is indication that tender-hearted affection had nothing to do with it. Descriptions of Annabel
Lee’s youth and inescapable beauty illustrate the girl’s sexuality; that her only motivating
purpose was to “love and be loved” by‘ the-nan'ator further hint at her willing induigencé in
carnal pleasure. Even after death, the girl’s power of seduction is enough to entice the passionate
urges of the narrator.” Temptress by ‘all -accounts, Annabel Lee’s ability to drive men to
wickedness evokes undeniable comparison to the birth of original sin in the Garden of Eden.
Like Eve, whose corruption of Adam triggered God’s fury, Annabel Lee seduced man, enraged
the Heavens, and reduced both to depravity. -

The second of Poe’s stories chosen for analysis was The Fall of the House of Usher, a
short narrative detailing the phjrsical and mental degradation of the narrator’s close friend,
Roderick Usher, in connection with the worsening illness of his twin sister, Madeline. The reader
is met with early descriptions of the psychological grip Madeline has on her brother; implications
of incest are evident in the explanation of why the siblings are the only.remaining descendants of
the name Usher: purity of the family line was established through efforts to minimize inclusion
of outside blood. That Roderick’s identity rests solely with his bloédline, and by extension his
female twin, is not hard to miss, the mirror effect between the demise of his sister and his
family’s lineage is highlighted by his concern that Madeline’.s death “would teave him...the Jast
of the ancient race of the Ushers” alone (Poel73). Roderick’s mental decay should not be
attributed to feelings of love or endearment, however. On the contrary, Roderick makes quick
work of entombing Madeleine once she appears to have passed, his haste to be rid of her an
indication of deep resentment toward her control over his life. Once his sister 4s out of sight,
Roderick becomes agitated. We come to learn that Roderick’s change in temperament reflects a
guilty conscience: Madeline was not dead. No sooner does Roderick -express his fear of
retribution, than his sister breaks out of her crypt and kills him. -Some might argue that this plot
element opposes.the main argument presented here, that Madeline is the story’s villain. Surely,

the immorality inherent in the act of burying someone alive is enough to earn Roderick the
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Japanese . .- -

The first Ja’lﬁahese story analyzed 'Wa's"lzumi I{oyka’s The Surgery Room. The hortific
nature to this story is niuch more subtle than' that of the stories mentioned previousty, yet still
significant: the gruesome atmosphere is & result of the refusal on the part of Countess Kifune to
accept any anesthetics during her surgery to correct some sort of condition not made known to
the reader. From the outset, the story’s primary female chatacter takes center -stage as the one
calling the shots, Claitiiing fhat thé Pain of the flesh is nothing compared to the pain she would
feol if hior doepast socret wore 16 b fevealed in 4 Hibment of Félixed conscibtisness; thie Coutiess
appeals to the consmenée of Doctor Takamine, who decndes to abide by the woman’s Wlshes To
the horror of those who bear wrtness ‘Countess Kifune is strapped down to the operatmg table &
the doctor makes his first ificision. What could possible prompt a’“Wworan to bear such phys1ca1
pain? As is suggested first by Doctor Takamine's empathy, and then revealed by 1 mote detailed

flashbacks, the doctor and the countess engaged in a secret affair nine years prior to the hospital
| incident that for one reason or another could not 'corltinue; Countess Kifune’s decision was an
- effort to keep their love a secret and protect__fu_h_eir_reputations. With regard to Jung’s mother
archetype two general interpretations of Courrtess .Kifurie are immediately possible. On one hand,
she represents the negatlve qual1t1es associated with mothers, as §omeone who connotes
something “secret, hiddes, dark.” She harbors & secret in the * abyss that is a woman’s heart one
that shé would die to protect. On the other"hand,"iCountes's” Kifune exemplifies the concern,
affection, and protective instinct attributed to Tothers. She'is one ' who “cherishes and sustains”
the love she feels for the doctor, and her denial of ahes"thes‘ia"disblays “yisdom'and spiritual
exaltation that transcend reason” to which those in her pres.ence ‘subrhit. Her strong wﬂl palred
with her beauty, prt ‘Countess Kifurie above the cémimon mari; from the young men who “ru
deﬁmtely (Izumi 19) when she'approaches to those, like the doctor, ‘who bow to even her most
gruesome whims, the countess ehcits a fear and feverencs not accorded to those who lack her
sense ofd1gmty SR o ' o o

In The ‘Surgery Room, the cotntess is tespocted for Lier dignity. In'thé second Tapanese
story, Edogawa Rampo’s’ The ‘Caterpillar, the tespéct showtr the worian Tokiko is born from"
necessity of comphance H1ghhghtmg anythmg ‘that devours “seduces and pmsons that is
terrifying and mescapable like faté,” the story dep1cts Tokikos slow and violent totture of het

severely handicapped husband. Redently returned from war, the woman’s husband 1sr_for lack of

Brandell 17




ine after hlS mother s‘-

Brandell 18



death. The viewer is left to wonder the reason behind Norman’s mental decay; surely he suffered
some abuse, either physical or psychological, at the hands of his mother. Because of this
implication, further corroborated by Norman’s attempts to assuage suspicion by accusing his
mother of the murders, a disproportionate amount of fault is fourtd With_l Norma. This feeling of
disdain is heightened at the end of the film, when the voice of Noima is heard overlaying images
of her son in police custody: “It's sad, when a mother has to speak the words that condemn ber
own son, But I couldn't allow them to believe that T would ommit murdor_...l'l_l just sit here and
be quiet, just in case they do... suspeot me... ‘Why,__s‘he.‘wouldn't cven harm a ﬂj...?”. There are
two oovious interpretations to these words, both substantiating the a;rggmeot made that Norma
was directly responsible for Norman’s violent actions. First, it can be seen as _Norma’s own
confession, not necessarily to the murders, but to the tyranny with which she rulcd over No.rman
in life, for no “good mother” would sacrifice her son in order to deflect guilty suspicions. The
second interpretation involves the reco gtﬁtion of this monologue as Norman’s resentful mockery
of his mother, the claim that “‘she wouldn't even harm a fly...”” _lacqoere'd with sarcasm. Both
attest to the cruel power Norma i)ossessed as ultimate villain to her son, a power that lead to
Norman’s own psychotic misbehavior. | .

In The Omen, the second Amerlcan ﬁlm selected for this Study, the direct source of fear
in the story is embodled by the young boy, Darmen the son of Satan who was sw1tched at blrth
with the murdered ch11d of US diplomat Robert Thorn. Before actwn can be taken against the
boy, however, his evil nature must be confirmed. Thls confirmation involves the search for the
1dent1ty of the child’s mother an 1nqulslt1on that comprlses a major portlon of the film. That the
child’s wickedness can be confirmed solely through identification of the mother gives credence
to the argument that the wicked mother bears all résponsibility tor a Wi.ckedu(‘:hild' she 1s the
source of her son’s unnatural d1sposmon Similar to the American stor1es mentioned previously,
the woman’s inherent fault is manifested through the biological tic between mother and child,
emphasizing the feminine nature at the center of the chaotic situation. Just as the origin of
mankind’s sin is traced {0 BEve, Damign’s identity as -S;‘atan’s progeny is fundamentally linked
with that of hig mother, This misogynist tone is further developed through revelations that the
child’s biological mother was in fact a jackal, a beast in form similar to dog, subordinate to

human.
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w1llmgness s} VCOpy the tape 1s __mgmﬁcant ;for several'_ reasons most 'notably because 1t

demonstrates h_r aek\' Wledgment of the power Sadako_poesesses and therefore the reSpect
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Reiko accords her spirit, Furthermore, Reiko highlights the centricity of the female role in the

prodt_;ction of preservation of Sadako’s ctt_r_se.

CONCLUSION

As 1 have shown thlough drscussmn of rel1g10us ideology and mtelpreta’aon of the
symbolism present in both_ past, and__. modem _t:ale_s :of_ horror, ﬂqe portrayal of femal_e_ jy"r_llams in
lhorror stories reflects religion-based societal views on ferrlale power, of Which the most basic
form is motherhood. In Christian-based American culture, motherhood and childbirth are
fundamentally associated with impurity and guilt, the characteristic result of Eve’s disobedience
in the Garden of Eden. "T-hese"ffe'gativ'e cohnotations Asurroundlng wommen’s natural p_b‘i;éf@r
subsequently manifest as fearful contempt of dominant, villainous women in Amencan horror
fiction: and ﬁlm In contrast trad1t10na11y Shmto I apanese ou]ture regards ch11db1rth and the
creation of life as an almost d1v1ne act placmg mothers, and thereby wotnen, on the boundary
between the phys1ca1 world and the spmtual domam Th1s otherworldly nature garners women a
certain level of respect not apparent in Westem soc1etles and this Japanese reverence for a
Woman S mystmal power mamfests as fearfui respect and aeeeptance of the frrghtenmg,

dangerous female oharaoters in] apanese horrOr
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