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            Chapter 1

            Introducing the Monsters of the Digital Worlds

         

         My face is only lit by the soft blue glow of the screen, continued through the constantly renewed promise that, after this story, I will sleep. But with each story, the dark encroaches closer and closer, until it feels the closeness of a screen is the only comfort. The radiators click with the soft noise of the slow cooling of the boiler resting for the night. Each noise makes my eyes dart around the ever-darkening room in sudden fear the horror from the screen is suddenly there, lurking somewhere in the darkened corners of the room.

         But the fear continues to creep even after the new dawn. Walking home at twilight, the trees linger a little closer, replaying the narratives which suddenly feel more telling and closer to home. I glance twice at moving shadows.

         And I start to believe that monsters are real.

         Monsters have captured the human imagination since human imagination came into being. From vampires to werewolves, every culture carries its own monsters, bringing them into different times and locations with the movement of peoples and societies. Monsters are an intricate part of the human experience. Monsters haunt us because they are us. It is easy for us to see monsters as unimportant simply because they are not real. But monsters are real.

         Now, I do not mean monsters are real in the sense that, 2when I am walking along the forest path, I truly expect some Lovecraftian nightmare to suddenly jump out at me from the seemingly encroaching dark forests. But there is a reason why they scare me – there’s a reason the monster still haunts me, even though I may think of them as not physically around me. Let’s start, for example, with a simple case of zombies. Zombies, despite their current position in popular culture as slowly shambling reanimated dead, have their origins in Haitian Vodou, a religious practice that is an amalgamation of Christianity and traditional African beliefs. The Zombies in Haitian Vodou are people animated and enslaved to serve for another as a labourer. At the heart of the fear of zombies is a fear of re-enslavement by a people who had suffered tremendously under the yoke of slavery. In the shadow of slavery, the zombie is real. It carries with it the real memory of a cultural scar.

         Monsters carry in them cultural memories and social anxieties. And digital monsters are no different. If I asked anyone who participates in the creation and retelling of horror narratives online if they believed in the existence of their monsters, I would be laughed out of whatever virtual room I had been in. However, we can phrase the question differently: does your monster have an effect on the way you understand yourself and your world?

         This question is at the heart of everything. Because monsters can be real in a different sense to a physical real presence to their form. The oft conceived binary difference between reality and fiction is problematic, and has the resulting idea that something fictional is not worth detailed discussion, especially academically. But this is a false dichotomy – something can be both fictional and real simultaneously. Monsters are often in a middle ground between the two worlds, and are especially troubling the dichotomy in the digital world. But most importantly, monsters are real 3through the effect they have on the cultures and societies which tell them. Monsters are real in their impact on the storytellers and story-cultures.

         Like their dislike of the dichotomy of reality and fiction, monsters demonstrate the limits and boundaries of the societies and cultures which they belong to. And most importantly, the monsters are the direct result of our categorical systems failing. We, as humans, enjoy categorising the world around us. We see things as belonging to certain systems. As we grow, we learn the word dog. And animals that look different all belong to the word “dog”. Similarly, we point at other people and see them as belonging to word “like me” or “like them”. We point at things that are alive and call them “alive”, and these things are set apart from the things we point at and see as “dead”. We have these mental boxes we sort things into, all labelled and filed away in neat boxes. Every culture and society has a way of ordering their life and understanding. Monsters demonstrate their disruption.

         We can sometimes see this in their physical form. Take, for instance, the griffin. The griffin has the back half of a lion, and the front half of an eagle. The form of the griffin is neither bird nor big cat, breaking our categories of what animal it really is. It also breaks our geological categories. It is of both land and air, breaking our understanding of where certain animals reside and understandings of what these geological locations mean. Similarly, the centaur breaks the categorical distinctions between human and animal. The monstrous form demonstrates a break with what we are accustomed to and destroys our categorical considerations.

         Monsters can also break categories in the way they interact with the world and others in it. The vampire, for instance, is not monstrous in its physical form, but it is monstrous in how it exists and interacts with the world. It breaks down the categorical distinction between life and 4death – two social categories which should never cross. Not only are they the living dead, but they take the living and strip them of life force – blood – bringing them closer to the side of death. They begin the breaking of boundaries and categorical distinctions in their existence and their actions. Werewolves are not only breaking the physical form boundaries by shifting between animal and human – two categories typically left uncrossed – but also in their actions. They force the transgression onto others through their bite.

         Jeffrey Cohen, an essential founder of what became Monster Studies, wrote of the monster as a harbinger of categorical crisis. Monsters demonstrate these categorical breakdowns, and they demonstrate to us the inherent fear we have in our cultural categories breaking. If there is a creature that breaks our understanding of the strict separation between the worlds of life and death, what does that mean for our understanding of our own lives? How we associate with those who have passed before us? Our understanding of religion and family, and many other cultural institutions, will shift. The foundations of which we built our understanding shifts.

         Whether or not a vampire physically is present in the world is different than whether or not it’s real. Monsters are real in the effect they have on us, the categorical breakdowns they represent, and the anxieties and fears they unveil. They demonstrate to us the drawn boundary lines we paint and just how faded that paint can be. The greatest solace monsters like vampires and werewolves can give us is the comfort that they are not physically present. Our categories can maintain their false boundaries if they are not physically real. But their conceptualised form demonstrates just how scared we are that it will all fall apart around us.

         The digital monsters are no different. They are the new monsters – the new vampires and new werewolves – that 5demonstrate the faded boundaries between new categories and new understandings which have arisen over the years of virtual growth. It paints new categorical fears. But the structures and anxieties are also sometimes the same. The digital worlds are not all that different than the non-digital.

         The Anthropological Approach

         I have spent the last several years of my life studying monsters from the point of view of an anthropologist. As an anthropologist, I see monsters as cultural artefacts, like clay pots and tapestries. And like other cultural artefacts, studying monsters gives us a look into the cultures that create the monsters and tell their stories. Digital monsters are our contemporary myths, folklore and legends, and these stories tell us about how the online world thinks, feels, and acts.

         Anthropologists are annoying, and we define our primary method of research by its annoyance. We sit and list endless questions about every aspect of everything – we try to revert back to infancy, to point at anything basic and ask “what” and “why” until who we are speaking to are simply sick of us. And then we ask someone else. And during this whole time, we sit back and we watch. We observe what people are doing, and then we try and do it too. We do what is called “participant observation”. Anthropology, at its heart, is a collection of questions about simple things in life: why we wear what we wear when we wear it; what we say when we say it and how we say it. We prod questions immensely with little apparent end in sight – always anchoring everything to something we can see or hear from the community itself. We go into a community like children who are eager to learn everything we can about how life is structured, and why it is structured that way.6

         Many anthropologists see their field sites as remote locations. They load a backpack up with essentials, a voice recorder, maybe a camera and a journal. They grab a machete and they trek into the wildernesses, eager to live in small villages they hope the world has never heard from before. I, on the other hand, find my field site online. I do not trek with a machete, but with a laptop and a highspeed internet connection. I believe there is a lot to learn from every community, not just the ones who live in remote locations in the world. There is something interesting about people, fundamentally, and this does not change with the use of highspeed internet and online chat rooms. Some unknown community is not the only one who still tells interesting stories – we all do.

         This book is a reflection of anthropology when it comes to monsters – what is the monster doing for the community it represents? What effect does the monster impart to those who tell it, share it, and created it? How do the monsters impact the world that tells them?

         The Digital World

         The online world is full of nomadic groups: shifting from settlement to settlement. Individuals branch off from groups; sometimes they then join others, but other times they draw others to them to come up with their own new nomadic group. From above, it can appear almost as clouds; there are masses individuals can join, dispel from and re-join at their leisure, or as the wind blows them. This is why it can be difficult to discuss the idea of an overarching “digital culture”. Understanding the internet as a cohesive group is a gross misunderstanding of what makes the internet interesting and inherently human. 7

         I often find the idea of a “digital culture” being referred to, accepted, but never defended or questioned. The idea of a cohesive culture is a given, and not just in academic literature. The idea of a “gaming culture” is frequently referred to in video game circles, or even “nerd culture” more generally; it is referred to on podcasts, Let’s Plays and other web videos, and can be found frequently in discussions on forum sites like reddit. For everyone, the presence of a “digital culture” is taken for granted. Is digital culture separate from nondigital culture, or is gaming culture a subculture? And where does nerd culture fit into this?

         I find these questions unnecessarily confusing and, quite frankly, missing the point. I prefer to think of digital communities – a plural to reflect the multiplicity possible. One can trace similarities in community groups close to one another, but it becomes difficult the further away from the initial place of research one gets. However, individuals may move easily, flowing into a new position. Sometimes it takes time to learn the nuances of a new communal group, but sometimes the inherent differences are easy to find quicker. But the ease of movement does not necessarily mean there is one coherent community group with smaller subgroups. Rather, it speaks more to the nature of the environment and an individual’s intelligence to pick up on small changes in social norms.

         At the heart of these kinds of conversations is the idea that the digital world, and the online environment, is somehow inherently different than anything else in existence. Somehow, people no longer act the way people act where the internet is involved. But this, quite frankly, is unrealistic. Often, we forget that on the other side of the username is a person. The context of the online environment may cause differences in communication and lingo – but this is normal when we move to a new space, even physically. 8I will use different language and approaches when talking with my mother than I would when talking with academic colleagues, which are both vastly different than the way I speak to my husband. Similarly, I will speak and approach communication differently when on Facebook than I am on reddit, both of which is vastly different than 4chan. If I spoke to my work colleagues the way I would my husband, I would be considered massively inappropriate.

         Trevor Blank, who studied the connections between online storytelling and folklore, said that there may be some differences between the online and offline environments, but that their similarities are also worth noting. Both have customs, set language constructions, neighbourhoods, ways of conveying emotion, commerce, education and even crimes.

         My work, and particularly how this book will progress, assumes that people engaging online are people – people who are telling stories. And storytelling is fundamentally human; myths, folklore and legends have circulated among many groups in many areas of the world. Humans are storytelling machines; we are narratives wrapped in flesh. We understand ourselves through narratives, we relate to other people through narratives, we describe ourselves through narratives. Our communities are built on narratives, whether they be physical or digital. We can learn a lot about ourselves and our communities by really looking at our narratives.

         Memes are an example of online narratives, and digital mass communal storytelling. Memes, a term originally derived from Richard Dawkins, have come to be defined by their ability to widely spread and the capacity for the individual to express creativity. A meme is not a single video or image, but a multitude, so in order to fully understand a meme, one must see many versions. They are often sparked 9by one event or post, which then spins into a much larger phenomenon.

         Memes can also be inspired by political events, such as the United States presidential nominee Mitt Romney referring to his “binder full of women” in 2012. They can also be spurred on by moments in popular culture, like Kanye West interrupting Taylor Swift at the Video Music Awards in 2009. Kanye Interrupts led to a series of images of Kanye interrupting various moments in history. Let’s take Twitch Plays Pokémon as an example of mass meme creation. In 2014, an anonymous programmer hooked up an emulator of the video game Pokémon Red to the streaming platform twitch.tv. The emulator was programmed to respond to the chat’s input commands, resulting in several thousand players all attempting to play the same game at the same time. The result was utter chaos, with over one million people participating, and over 36 million total views. Factions of the community went to separate forums to plot strategies for greatest success. Some of these utilised elements of the game in order to calm the chaos. These plans often resulted in a certain patter in the chaos which users, inevitably, sketched out as if a mythology. Users wrote and drew memes which praised the benevolent Helix Fossil, which seemed to always be referenced in the chaos.

         Online storytelling is massive in its endeavour. It frequently relies on multiple users in many locations to take the initial idea and shift it for themselves, reproducing so then it will be understood, shifted, and reproduced again. Online mass storytelling is cyclical often reproducing itself and its points over and over, told in new and different ways each time. Its reliance on events are as a uniting factor: the community understands the inciting event because it is part of the community’s own history. Therefore, shifting it, or remixing it, is adding to the community’s own 10historical narrative. Twitch Plays Pokémon is no longer a one-time event with archived footage on YouTube, it is also comprised of the narratives produced. You cannot understand Twitch Plays Pokémon without also understanding the praise of the Helix Fossil, and the condemning of the false prophet Flareon.

         Memes are often considered humorous in nature, as Limor Shifman points out in her book Memes in Digital Culture. But memes do not necessarily have to be funny. Horror storytelling online follows a similar format to that already described: reliance on an inciting event, a shifting of the narrative, and an ability for the shifting to be reproduced in new and interesting ways each time an individual imprints themselves to the narrative. Many of the horror stories in this book are told through a massive collective of community members.

         The Structure of Online Horror

         It’s difficult to paint a singular way in which all online horror narratives are structured. Even if we were successful at finding one, things would change and shift, and our understanding suddenly lost to a historical understanding of those pesky old horror narratives which are no longer relevant. This is, at its heart, the most difficult thing about studying the internet: things can change so quickly that your contemporary research can become historical overnight. This being said, I think many of the structures laced into the depictions and writings of online horror are both indicative of the online environment while also echoing structures which have existed in horror literature previously.

         To make my primary point about the continuance of structure, I call on a favourite Gothic novel: Frankenstein. 11Frankenstein was my first personal experience of monster literature in a more classic sense, and I remember being surprised by how familiar it felt to read. It wasn’t until far later in life, when I was sketching out my research on online horror, when I saw why it was so familiar. Frankenstein, like many other Gothic novels of the time, utilises an epistemological frame: the book is told through a series of diary entries. For its time, this was the way to create a sense of reality to the narrative. This has not changed with contemporary online horror.

         Most online narratives attempt to paint a realism to the way narratives are told and read by the audience, using photoshopped images, pseudo-emails and faked government documents to echo an essence of reality to the narratives they tell. Like our older Gothic novel by Mary Shelley, the audience is not fooled to the extent of complete belief in the historical accuracy of the narratives. Rather, the horror is in how real it feels. The Gothic novelist works to wrench the reader into a sense of believability never thought possible.

         The responses at the time were appalled at such leaps of the audience’s belief. Some novels reacted by depicting the heroine as captured within her own delusional imagination, believing each novel she reads as factual. James Beattie, writing in 1783, stated that reading such novels has the consequence of filling “the mind with extravagant thoughts and too often with criminal propensities.” Such extreme reactions to popular culture should be of no surprise, as it seems to occur with every new form of art or experience. Rock music was blamed at one point in time, and in more recent years it has become video games and the internet as the loci of youthful corruption.

         And here we reach the main point of horror writing, both in Frankenstein and in creepypastas online, a theme which will be appearing throughout this book in its explanations 12and explorations of the world of online horror. We would often explain away these reactions by saying they are appealing to suspension of disbelief. Suspension of disbelief is a wide-spread concept, acknowledging how the audience is willing to go into a movie, book or video game. It’s supposed to explain why we gasp when something surprising happens or scream when something horrific happens. It’s supposed to explain why, for instance, I start giggling excitedly when I read The Dresden Files, and Harry Dresden arrives with a smart quip and a cool trap.

         But I think suspension of disbelief misses the point of fiction and the way we interact with it. I do not pick up the next Dresden book with an active thought that this is fiction, and I will now push away my overwhelming cynicism in order to enjoy something. Disbelief is not my initial state when I pick up a book, nor my natural inclination. I want to believe, however temporarily, that someone as cool and protecting as Harry Dresden exists. When I pick up Frankenstein, I want to be shocked and potentially horrified. When I pick up a video game, I am not looking for an out – I am looking for an in.

         It is not a suspension of disbelief. It is a willingness to believe.

         The epistemological framing of Frankenstein plays into this – giving me the in at the very beginning. When I go to horror storytelling places online, I am not looking to remove my constant state of disbelief, I go in with an as-if attitude already in place.

         This is potentially why horror as a genre is so enticing and strange, while at the same time being of such great discomfort to those who reject it. It’s too easy to play as-if the monster is real. As Noël Carroll writes, horror is, by its nature, paradoxical: it can be pleasurable, but only when it causes disquiet and displeasure. It directly plays with our 13willingness to believe, forcing us to see the world in a way which is surprising and terrible. Joyce Tompkins wrote of those who write supernatural horror in Gothic that these authors enjoy the tactic of forcing the reader from scepticism to belief, through a tug of sudden shocks in how they write the supernatural. However, I don’t think these sudden shocks force us from scepticism to belief, but rather they are the process of us realising that we are all in, and how in we are can be horrifying.

         The epistemological framing assists in keeping the as-if mind engaged. The role of journals in Frankenstein is to lull the reader to remain in their belief by relying on sources used as proof and history. The book reads almost like a catalogue of history, a record of the way things work. Online horror storytelling utilises the structure in the same way as Mary Shelley. The narratives are structured to echo what others use to find proof or historical notes.

         Due to the nature of online storytelling, as compared to a set novel, the retaining of belief requires an engagement with the audience mimicking belief. Writers present their work to encourage this form of belief engagement. Users on the Something Awful forum which gave birth to the Slender Man in 2009, for instance, would not just post a photoshopped picture – they would include information on where they “found” such a picture. This is often called an “in-character” form of communication. Like people playing a table-top role-playing game, such as Dungeons and Dragons, users play the role of the character who believes in the sincerity of the narrative. Instead of writing “I like your story, can you write another?”, I would instead write, “Oh my god, this is crazy. Give us updates!” In character communication works to continue the role of belief in the user and continue to push the willingness to believe.

         More importantly, in-character communication allows 14users to play with their belief. Because users are beginning their engagement with the narratives already from a standpoint of as-if-real, the continued play within the communication about and for the narrative means users are able to play with their own believability. Their willingness to believe is taken and dwelled in – it thrives on the manipulation inherent in the communication and extends it through the relationship the narrative has with both those who tell it, and those who read it.

         Belief, as a word used both colloquially and in academic thought, is considered to be a solid thing. We believe, or we don’t believe. It was not until more recently that academics in the study of religion have begun to question the assumptions hidden in the word belief, particularly the apparent solidity to the word. Sociologist Abby Day was especially interested in exploring this, devoting a chapter in her book Believing in Belonging to questioning the apparent reliance on the word belief without thought to the assumptions we pile on. Day’s own work does not assume belief is a granted when it comes to understanding religion and a person’s connection to a religious group.

         An important note for our own purposes is the concept of belief as malleable. And not just because it better reflects what happens in the digital world, but because it also better reflects how beliefs work in more traditional places of belief function: religion. During my time studying Christian Science, a religion known for its rejection of mainstream medication, I witnessed a believer taking an ibuprofen. When asked about it, she explained how she did not really think the ibuprofen would help, but it still kind of does. The belief in medication is present, but malleable. Her use of ibuprofen did not reflect negatively on her Christian Science belief; it just was not a simple yes or no answer when it came to belief. So, for all purposes of the word, it’s 15better we understand belief as a fluid notion, rather than a solid one. A better way to picture the concept of belief is to imagine it as a pool: with a shallow end which dips into a deep end. Some people enjoy diving straight into the deep end, completely immersed in the waters of belief. But some prefer staying in less deep waters, or maybe they swim back and forth but never get their hair wet. And maybe there are others, sat on the side of the pool simply dipping their feet in.

         What this means is that users are able to believe without believing. In other words, users can play with levels of belief without ever relinquishing the idea that what they are engaging with is fictional. Contrary to what people attacking whatever new media exists may say, audiences are able to distinguish between reality and fiction while still delving into a believable story and coming out the other side with their lives deeply affected. One does not need to believe in the historical accuracy of Star Wars, or even self-identify as a Jedi, for Star Wars to mean something significant to them.

         It is not just horror which engages with the active play of belief in its audience. Wrestling audiences, for one, have always played with belief. The role of the storyline takes precedence, resulting in even anger from fans when the fourth wall is broken and feuding wrestlers are seen hanging out jovially with one another. The importance of this in-character communication in wrestling is even given its own term: kayfabe. The insistence is to continue to portray the narratives as genuine, despite how audiences know they are contrived. Similarly, role playing games such as Dungeons and Dragons insist on in-character storytelling, and blacklist “metagaming”, or talking with knowledge of the game as frame for conversation. In other words, players should not make decisions based on the knowledge of the game and common game mechanics, but rather as their character 16truly would. Like supernatural gothic horror in the past, this is often seen as destructive to the individuals who play. Dungeons and Dragons itself has been blamed for violence in the past, particularly due to the player’s supposed inability to distinguish the game from reality.

         The engagement of playing with belief will be a recurring theme for us as we explore the variety of online horror stories that exist. The online environment lives within the context of belief play, and horror in particular thrives with it. Stories are often told with the framing of truth around it: some have hopes that it will eventually grow to be an urban legend through the sharing of the narratives, while others are simply happy for the narrative to live as the fiction with real framing. Regardless of initial intention, the trope is common and important to grasp in order to truly understand horror online, or even online storytelling more generally.

         The Possibilities of Horror

         Much of our introduction so far has drifted at times from the base horror genre to discussing Twitch Plays Pokémon and wrestling. It may seem strange to drift so much occasionally; however, it is important to realise the horror genre is not, at its core, considered or structured any differently than other genres. The intention to play with the belief of its audience is found in other genres but utilised in the horror genre for the purposes of a different emotional end. There are a few different elements to the horror genre worth considering.

         The most cited is that the horror genre allows the audience to play with the direct reality of supernatural entities in a vastly different way than other genres. Other genres, such 17as fantasy, might include aspects of the supernatural reality, and even urban fantasy allows us to engage with supernatural entities in our current world. However, the horror genre presents a different approach to the supernatural – a horrific one. The presentation of these entities is often horrific and terrifying is interesting to explore in greater detail. For many supernatural horror narratives, their presence, even fictionally, is important. The most famous example of supernatural horror which often comes to people’s mind is H P Lovecraft. Lovecraft coined the idea of “cosmic fear” – an instinctual feeling similar in both origin and feeling to a religious feeling, an instinctual inner sense of fear.

         For Lovecraft, then, monsters are inherently possible because they are a part of us in the way we think. They are our instinctual fear, something so a part of us that they are a part of what makes us us. Monsters are inherently real – they are present in the thoughts and emotions of those who share it. Monsters are real through their effect, and their effect makes them inherently possible. It is a self-perpetuating cycle which constantly gives life to the world of monsters. This cycle has another benefit – it gradually breaks down the standing boundaries between reality and fiction.

         This book will follow through an exploration of the inherent possibilities of digital monsters. All of them have a level of possibility, but there is a gradient of reality present; a slow increase in the amount of destruction to the perceived boundaries between reality and fiction. And all of them have an effect – a strong effect on the communities and cultures who tell them. This book not only explores monsters, but also explores their meanings and their impact. In essence, we will be exploring the possibilities and realities they possess. And we will see how monsters, especially digital monsters, are real.
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