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Abstract 

 

This thesis examines the figure of the adolescent female onryō within the Kaidan subgenre of 

Japanese horror filmmaking. I specifically analyse films from the late-1990s to early-2010s cycle 

of Kaidan horror filmmaking. My filmic analysis focuses not only on the adolescent female 

onryō’s characterization but also in significant part on the films’ socio-historic contexts. I 

provide in-depth socio-historical analysis of the late-1990s to early-2010s cycle of Kaidan horror 

films in tandem with analysis of the adolescent female onryō’s contemporary representation and 

historical roles. I do so because the adolescent female onryō is the result of a specific historical, 

socio-political juncture within Japan. In examining my chosen films’ characterization of 

adolescent female onryō according to specific socio-historical contexts, I argue that her quest for 

murderous vengeance against Japanese society as a whole, attacks the foundations of Japanese 

patriarchy. Furthermore, I investigate how the adolescent female onryō’s characterisation in my 

chosen Kaidan horror films offers a means through which Japanese society’s paradoxical desires 

and anxieties regarding patriarchal continuity can be expressed. In examining the adolescent 

female onryō within my chosen Kaidan horror films from the late 1990s to early 2010s I provide 

careful, in-depth analysis of her relationship with single mothers, water as well as the private and 

public spheres of Japanese society. I argue that the adolescent female onryō in my chosen Kaidan 

horror films destabilises and usurps control over the core socio-political Japanese institutions 

which uphold Japanese patriarchy and, in the process, challenge patriarchal ideals of Japanese 

womanhood as well as the way that such ideals are linked to conceptions of Japan’s future.  
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Introduction: Japan – A Nation of the Living and the Dead 

 

In Old Japan, the world of the living was everywhere ruled by the world of the 

dead – the individual, at every moment of his existence, was under ghostly 

supervision. In his house, he was watched by the spirits of his fathers; without, he 

was ruled by the god of his district. (Lafcadio Hearn 134) 

 

The hand of the dead [is] heavy; it is heavy on the living even today. (Lafcadio 

Hearn quoted in Louis Allen and Jean Wilson 16) 

 

Japan is a nation which lives simultaneously in two worlds: the world of the living (kono-yo) and 

the world of the dead (ano-yo), which is the realm of ghosts and spirits. According to Shintoism, 

the ancient, traditional religion of Japan, when a person dies their spirit leaves the kono-yo and 

enters the ano-yo (Colette Balmain 48). As Sara L. Sumpter argues in her work on the 

representation of ghosts in ancient Japanese art, “the traditional beliefs of Shinto…reveal an 

ongoing relationship between the living and the dead,” a relationship which thrives because, 

according to Shintoism, the worlds of the kono-yo and the ano-yo are not separate or sealed off 

from each other (9). The kono-yo and ano-yo exist within “the same time and space” and as such 

there is a permeable boundary between the two worlds, whereby spirits from the ano-yo can 

cross back over into the kono-yo without trouble or hesitation (Balmain 48). As Japanese scholar 

Hirata Atsutane argues in his work on Japanese spiritualist traditions, Tama no mihashira 

(translated in English as The True Pillar of Spirit), “the spirits of the dead continue to exist in the 
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unseen world which is everywhere about us” (quoted in Louis Allen and Jean Wilson 113). The 

permeability between the kono-yo and the ano-yo links the social sphere to the political sphere in 

Japan. The belief in the cohabitation of the living and spirits of the dead within the kono-yo has 

historically been capitalized upon within Japan’s political sphere by the ruling, imperial elite as a 

means to regulate and control the social sphere. As an organising principle of Japanese society, 

belief in the intersection of the kono-yo with the ano-yo also provides a means for the Japanese 

underclasses to express, on the one hand, their disquiet regarding the hierarchical organisation of 

Japan’s social sphere and, on the other, their criticisms of the ruling elite who uphold and benefit 

from such socio-political hierarchies. Japanese cinema, in particular the horror film genre, has 

been and continues to be a primary artistic means through which socio-political concerns have 

been expressed, specifically through representations of ghosts. Fear of and anxieties regarding 

the spirits of the dead continue to exert a considerable influence over Japanese society in the 

contemporary period, shaping not only the organisation of Japan’s political and social spheres 

but also the way in which the Japanese navigate their roles within society.  

 

Since the earliest periods of Japanese history, paying tribute to and appeasing the spirits 

of the dead has been an organising principle of Japanese society. During the Heian period (794-

1185), ghosts, known as yūrei, played a significant role not only in the everyday lives of 

Japanese citizens but also in the functioning of important socio-political institutions. When a 

crisis of social instability occurred during the Heian period, be it war, drought or famine, ghosts 

were blamed, specifically goryō (vengeful ghosts), members of Japan’s aristocratic class who 

had died unjust, early deaths due to corruption in the political sphere, including such high-born 

Japanese royalty as Prince Sawara (750-785) (Neil McMullin 272). As Sumpter argues,  
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it was generally accepted that anyone who died in a state of heightened emotional 

stress would be doomed to return to the world to plague the living… [P]owerfully 

gripping emotions such as spite, love, loyalty, jealousy, hatred, or sorrow can 

bring a spirit back into the world of humanity. Once manifested, the ghost 

remains until released of its obsession. (9) 

 

 It was such intense, overwhelming feelings, often when it came to the failure to right a wrong, 

which tied the goryō to the living world. The goryō, not having found eternal respite within the 

realm of the dead, not only haunted those they deemed responsible for their untimely deaths, but 

they also unleashed their feelings and “wrath (tatari) in the form of disasters and troubles of all 

kinds, political, economic, social, and personal…[D]isasters of all kinds were a barometer 

of…injustices” (McMullin 272). In order to satiate the wrath of the goryō and ward off the 

disasters they inflicted on Japanese society, Heian period emperors and the imperial court formed 

the religion of Goryō Shinko, performing different Shinto rituals and practices to exorcise 

society of the threat goryō posed (272). These Shinto rituals were called goryō'e (departed spirit 

rituals) and could transform wrathful goryō into spirits that would protect Japanese society and 

citizens, rather than being a threat. Some goryō were also granted posthumous, official titles by 

the imperial court as well as special ceremonies and dedicated Shinto shrines as a means to 

placate their anger.  
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Goryō Shinko was so enshrined within the everyday workings of the imperial court 

during the Heian period that there were official goryō'e ceremonies in the palace to declare the 

successful transformation of goryō into protective spirits (McMullin 273). For example, in 863 

goryō were blamed for causing a nationwide tubercular outbreak (288). In an effort to quell the 

goryō who had spread the disease, a goryō'e ceremony was held by high-ranking courtier and 

politician Fujiwara no Mototsune in the main garden of the imperial palace, known as the 

Shinsen'en (288). Imperial courtiers as well as citizens from every social class attended the 

ceremony. The imperial palace opened its gates to the public for all to witness the placation of 

the wrathful goryō into protective spirits in an effort to quell the health crisis the country was 

facing. While Goryō Shinko was devised and integrated into everyday life by the imperial court, 

by the latter half of the Heian period rituals and beliefs associated with the religion had spread 

throughout Japan and were practiced by the general public.  

 

Goryō Shinko also provided lower- and middle-class citizens in Japan with a means 

through which to express their own disquiet with the poor socio-economic conditions they 

endured at the hands of the political elite and imperial court: 

 

With the spread of goryō-related beliefs and practices among the peasantry, the 

goryō rituals acquired a new political tone in that not only did they address the 

immediate problem of disease, but they also spoke to and, at least indirectly, 

critiqued the conditions (social, political, and economic) that contributed to the 
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cause and spread of disease. In popularly organized goryō rituals the peasants 

could express their dissatisfaction with their masters. (McMullin 273) 

 

Goryō Shinko heightened beliefs concerning the inherent connection between spirits and the 

living within Japanese society in a way which offered the possibility for the lower- and middle-

classes to confront the hierarchies of power which shaped their lived realties. The link which 

Goryō Shinko augmented between ghosts and Japanese citizens cast spirits as representatives of 

the disquiet Japanese citizens felt about their own governing political institutions. The active 

practice of Goryō Shinko rituals and beliefs declined during the Nanboku-chō period (1336-

1392), as Buddhism gained popularity in Japan as a religion (291). Following the Heian period, 

Buddhist rituals and beliefs progressively deposed those of Goryō Shinko, though the religion 

did not completely cease to exist. Vestiges of Goryō Shinko beliefs remained, especially in 

regard to how the emotionally charged nature of yūrei ties them to the living world. Goryō 

Shinko, while developed by the political elite to serve their own interests, provided a means 

through which the Japanese lower and middles classes could express their discontent with the 

socio-political institutions which informed their everyday lives. The role of ghosts within 

Japanese society to act as figures which call into question the stability of important socio-

political institutions, especially that of the family, extends beyond the Heian period into 

contemporary Japanese society.   

 

While the popularity of Goryō Shinko waned after the Heian period, the inherent 

connection between yūrei and the living world has remained a salient and prevalent belief within 
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Japanese society in the contemporary Heisei period (1989-2019) and into the Reiwa period 

(2019- ). The affinity between the Japanese and yūrei in the contemporary time is evidenced 

through a multitude of state-endorsed ceremonies held regularly in Japan, including the Bon 

festival. This is a festival held annually over a period of three days which observes the customary 

honoring of deceased ancestors as they return to the kono-yo from the ano-yo. The festival is 

heavily influenced by an amalgamation of both Shinto and Buddhist rituals and beliefs, having 

been celebrated in Japan for over 500 years since the latter half of the Heian period (Gulnaz 

Khan par. 7). The festival takes its religious influence from the Urabon-kyō Buddhist sutra. This 

sutra is based upon the story of the Buddhist disciple Mokuren, who freed his dead mother’s 

spirit from the torment of hell by providing offerings of food and water to his ancestors’ spirits. 

It is in this vein that part of the festival involves families offering food and water for returning 

spirits on an altar, known as a shōryō-dana (altar for the spirits of the dead), in front of the family 

shrine, which is cleaned and decorated during the festival (Ensho Ashikaga 217). The festival is 

also bookended by the ritualistic lighting of lanterns and bonfires, symbolizing the welcoming 

(Mukaebi) of spirits to the kono-yo and their farewell (Gozan no Okuribi) back to the ano-yo at 

the festival’s conclusion (217). As Ashikaga argues, the festival pays tribute to the belief that the 

living and spirits are intrinsically connected in Japanese society, reaffirming the connection of 

the kono-yo with the “infinite world beyond” (218). Furthermore, the Bon festival features 

rituals which are designed to end the torment of spirits in the ano-yo. These rituals focus on 

quashing any wrathful emotions tormented spirits within the ano-yo may harbour towards 

specific individuals and/or Japanese society. The focus upon quelling spirits’ desire for 

vengeance within the Bon festival bears a striking similarity to the ritualistic beliefs of Goryō 

Shinko. Coupled with a reverence for and honouring of the spirits of the dead, the Bon festival’s 
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concern in mollifying the emotional needs of spirits and eventually guiding them back to the 

ano-yo also belies a sense of anxiety in regard to the connection of spirits to the kono-yo.  

 

The unease felt in contemporary Japanese society towards spirits, informed by the 

principle that the living world and the world of the dead are interconnected, is evidenced in 

Japan’s prime minster Shinzō Abe’s refusal to move into an official residence. After Shinzō Abe 

was re-elected as Japan’s prime minister for a second term (2012-2014), his refusal to move back 

into the Prime Minister's Official Residence (Sōri Daijin Kantei) made international headlines. 

The reason behind Abe’s reluctance to move became a source of deep speculation, especially 

within Japan. Reiji Yoshida of The Japan Times reported that the prime minister feared that the 

home was haunted by malevolent spirits: “‘It’s true there are various rumors,’ Chief Cabinet 

Secretary Yoshihide Suga told reporters later in the day. When pressed if he ever felt the official 

residence was haunted, Suga laughed and replied, ‘Yeah, I’d say I felt something like that, if you 

ask me.’” (par. 5). The speculation in Japanese media concerning Abe’s purported fear of living 

in a residence believed to be haunted by spirits was neither denied nor confirmed by Abe or 

members of his political cabinet. However, the intense interest, not only by the media but among 

the Japanese people, concerning Abe’s possible fear of wrathful spirits was not a source of 

ridicule; rather, it was a source of intrigue. The fascination in Japan surrounding Abe’s decision 

to not reside in the Prime Minister’s Official Residence not only reflects the enduring belief that 

the kono-yo and ano-yo are intrinsically interconnected in Japan, but that the spirits of the dead 

should not only be respected and revered but also feared. 
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Fear is a primary, organising principle which informs how Japanese society both interacts 

with and represents ghosts. As Sumpter argues, “the Japanese fear of death and the dead is itself 

far from laid to rest…fear of the dead continues to extend to everyday life, as can be seen in the 

ongoing reverence for and consideration paid to family ancestors—always prime candidates for 

restless spirits” (16). Reverence for the dead, as a means to subdue the wrath of vengeful spirits 

as well as to quell fears of ghostly reprisals, continues to be a significant part of contemporary 

Japanese society, as evidenced by the controversies surrounding the Yasukuni Shrine. As a 

Shinto shrine dedicated to honoring those who died from 1868-1954 in wartime service to the 

Japanese emperor Hirohito (1867–1951), the Yasukuni shrine is a source of international 

controversy due to its memorialization of Japanese citizens convicted of war crimes. Despite 

international displeasure, not only towards the enshrinement of war criminals but also regarding 

visits by state officials, which the international community interpret as the glorification of 

Japan’s crimes during World War Two, Japanese politicians continue to visit the shrine. Fear of 

not placating the spirits of Japan’s war dead by paying respects at the Yasukuni Shrine overrides 

any fear of offending the international community by doing so. As Sumpter asserts, “the 

Japanese belief in vengeful spirits holds that to abandon these spirits…would be to put the 

country at risk for retaliation from angry ghosts…[F]or the Japanese, since all living people are 

responsible for the appeasing of dead souls, any living person can be held responsible for the 

spirit’s woes” (17). The dread and trepidation with which the Japanese treat the spirits of the 

dead, specifically when it comes to notions of vengeance, are driving factors which shape the 

daily lives of Japanese citizens and Japanese society. As Michiko Iwasaka and Barre Toelken 

argue in their work on the relationship between yūrei and Japanese society, “the seemingly older 

idea of ghostly revenge has been transported into modern situations and incorporated into 
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everyday practice” as “legends and their ghostly referents remain powerful and potentially 

dangerous” with “the Land of the Dead…still thought to be nearby” (14). The fear which 

Japanese society has in regard to ghosts not only underlines the power of the supernatural over 

the collective psyche, but also exposes core anxieties concerning both the undermining and 

instability of Japanese socio-political hierarchies. Fear of ghosts in Japan is primarily linked to a 

fear of destabilisation, of the destruction of socio-political institutions which inform the roles, 

especially gendered roles, that citizens fulfill within Japanese society. Therefore, appeasing 

wrathful spirits of the dead is less about protecting Japanese citizens and more about protecting 

key socio-political institutions, such as the nuclear family, which uphold hierarchies of 

patriarchal power in Japan. Owing to the enduring historical connection between the socio-

political and the spiritual in Japan, representations of ghosts, especially those seeking vengeance 

against Japanese society, provide an important means to illuminate patriarchal hierarchies in 

Japan. Japanese art forms, in particular, have historically offered a way for Japanese citizens to 

utilise representations of ghosts as a means to destabilise the socio-political institutions which 

govern their lives and roles within society.  

 

In Japan the coexistence between the living of kono-yo and ghosts from the ano-yo 

manifests not only in religious and cultural practices such as Goryō Shinko and the bon festival, 

respectively, but also in different Japanese art forms, including film. Japanese cinema is a key 

contemporary art form which provides an avenue of expression for representations of ghosts, as 

articulations of the disquiet Japanese citizens feel towards the patriarchal, socio-political 

institutions that inform their everyday lives. Japanese cinema, specifically horror cinema, has 

taken, since its first incarnation, the cohabitation of everyday living people and ghosts as a 
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primary narrative focus. Spirits of the dead in Japanese horror films usually take the form of 

yūrei who seek retribution, not only against specific people but against Japanese society as a 

whole, which they blame for contributing to and creating the circumstances which led to their 

untimely demise. These yūrei are known as onryō. The notion that specific figurations of the 

yūrei can represent and express socio-political anxieties experienced by the Japanese is central to 

representations of yūrei within Japanese cinema. The onryō is a specific type of yūrei, which 

driven by a desire to seek revenge against specific people and/or Japanese society in general. The 

figure of the onryō has been a salient cultural figure within Japanese cinema since the Heisei 

period. It is important to note that the majority of figurations of the onryō in Japanese horror 

cinema are female. Contemporary representations of the female onryō in Japanese horror cinema 

call upon the historical associations of the yūrei within Japanese culture, especially when it 

comes to the notion of reprisal. The female onryō in Japanese horror films performs a similar 

function to that which goryō did for the underclasses during the Heian period, offering a means 

for the subversion of socio-political institutions which shape the role of men and women within 

Japanese society. In this vein, the female onryō expresses both fears about the destabilization of 

patriarchal Japanese hierarchies as well as the disquiet that marginalized women feel towards the 

socio-political institutions which inform their everyday lives.  

 

The female onryō has been a salient figure within Japanese horror cinema since the 

1950s. Kenji Mizoguchi’s The Tale of Ugetsu (1953), one of Japan’s first, if not the first, horror 

films encapsulates the Shinto belief in the coexistence of living people and ghosts, exploring the 

relationship between the Japanese people and the supernatural, especially in relation the 

important socio-political institution of the nuclear family. The film also introduced into Japanese 
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cinema the figure of the female ghost who lingers in the world of the living, driven by the desire 

to avenge an injustice and/or a loss she suffered during her life, which resulted in her untimely 

death. In The Tale of Ugetsu the yūrei, Lady Wakasa, returns to the living world to fulfill her 

desire to find a husband. Lady Wakasa died before she could be married, which she believes is 

an injustice that must be corrected. The Tale of Ugetsu kickstarted a number of Japanese horror 

film subgenres, most of which primarily focused on the relationship between the spirit world and 

the world of the living. Japanese horror films which focus specifically on the figure of the onryō, 

belong to a subgenre categorized as the Kaidan film. From the original Japanese, Kaidan is 

translated into English as ghost story (Noriko T. Reider 80) Although Kaidan horror films draw 

upon historic codifications of the onryō, films within the subgenre utilise those codifications to 

speak to and analyse contemporary issues facing Japanese society, articulating socio-political 

anxieties surrounding the role of women in Japanese society in particular.  

 

Kaidan horror films had been present in Japanese horror filmmaking since the 1950s with 

films such as Nobuo Nakagawa’s Tōkaidō Yotsuya kaidan (1959) and Masaki Kobayashi’s 

Kwaidan (1965), yet it was in the late 1990s that the subgenre emerged as a discernible, popular 

cycle of Japanese filmmaking. Hideo Nakata’s Ringu (1998), one of subgenre’s most iconic 

films, set the standard for all subsequent Kaidan films, crystallising contemporary 

representations of the female onryō in Japanese horror cinema. Kaidan horror films from the 

late-1990s onwards feature a dramatic shift from earlier films in the subgenre by focusing on the 

figure of the adolescent female onryō rather than that of adult female onryō. Following Ringu, a 

wave of Kaidan horror films were produced which took the figure of the adolescent female onryō 

as the central focus of their narratives, yet offered unique, branching thematic concerns which 
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pushed the boundaries of the subgenres’ consideration of the relationship between the adolescent 

female onryō and the patriarchal structuring of Japanese society.  Nakata followed up Ringu in 

2002 with Honogurai Mizu no soko kara (Dark Water), a film which centres on the relationship 

between a single mother, her daughter and an adolescent female onryō. This triangulated 

relationship within Dark Water is concerned with the breakdown of the Japanese family unit and 

the role of women in Japanese society, becoming an important part of the subgenre. Mari Asato’s 

Kaidan horror films Ju-on: Kuroi Shōjo (Ju-on: Black Ghost) (2009) and Gekijōban Zero (Fatal 

Frame) (2014) expanded the consideration of the destabilisation of the Japanese family even 

further, presenting the female adolescent herself as a source of both fear and the uncanny. The 

subgenre has also been further developed to consider how the breakdown of the family unit 

extends beyond the boundaries of the private realm into the Japanese public sphere. Kaidan 

horror films such as Shibuya Kaidan (The Locker) (2004) directed by Kei Horie and Chakushin 

Ari (One Missed Call) (2004) directed by Takashi Miike consider how urban spaces as well as 

technologies are utilised by adolescent female in ways which bring to light and challenge the 

socio-political patriarchal hierarchies in Japan that shape the role of women within both the 

private and public spheres.  

 

Ringu, Dark Water, The Locker, One Missed Call, Ju-on: Black Ghost and Fatal Frame 

stand as integral films which have shaped the Kaidan horror film subgenre, offering varied yet 

interconnected representations of the adolescent female onryō, especially in terms of her 

relationship with the important socio-political institution of the family. These films have shaped 

the subgenre by not only presenting varied figurations of the adolescent female onryō but also 

extending the boundaries of the subgenre with each successive film. While Ringu and Dark 
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Water set the focus of the subgenre within the boundaries of the private sphere, The Locker and 

One Missed Call branch out to consider the adolescent female onryō within the public sphere, 

while Ju-on: Black Ghost and Fatal Frame examine the adolescent female herself as the source 

of the uncanny. Each film marks an original expansion of the Kaidan horror subgenre of 

filmmaking, each presenting a similar yet also original take on the figure of the adolescent 

female onryō as well as her relationship with the maternal and patriarchal Japanese society. An 

examination of these Kaidan horror films offer a means by which to understand the figure of the 

adolescent female onryō in relation to the contemporary fears and anxieties of Japanese society.  

 

Methodology  

 

This thesis undertakes textual analysis of Kaidan horror films from the late 1990s to the 

early 2010s, examining the films’ representations of the relationship between adolescent female 

onryō and Japanese patriarchy. Through analysis of my chosen films Ringu, Dark Water, The 

Locker, One Missed Call, Ju-on: Black Ghost and Fatal Frame, I will answer three primary 

research questions:  

 

1)Why are the female onryō in this cycle of Kaidan horror films adolescents?  

2) How do the historical and contemporary contexts of my chosen Kaidan horror 

films shape the representation of adolescent female onryō?   
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3) How does the representation of adolescent female onryō in my chosen Kaidan 

horror films reflect upon as well as speak back to concerns of Japanese patriarchy, 

conceptions of futurity and the role of women in Japanese society? 

 

To answer these questions, I will undertake filmic analysis which considers the historical context 

of my chosen films’ aesthetic and thematic figurations of the adolescent female onryō in order to 

draw connections from the historical context to the equally important positioning of the Kaidan 

horror films in their socio-political moment. In examining the films’ representations of 

adolescent female onryō according to both their historical resonances and contemporary 

contexts, I consider why the films figure the female onryō as an adolescent and what the 

ideological underpinnings of this are. Focusing on the patriarchal socio-political institutions 

which shape the everyday lives of Japanese women will also augment my consideration of the 

appearance of the female onryō as both an adolescent and, in a majority of the films, a child of a 

single mother. I argue that the films’ utilisation of the adolescent female onryō’s quest for 

vengeance and her desire to right a wrong she endured in life presents a critique of the 

patriarchal relegation of women to the private sphere in Japan and the institutionalised 

discrimination of women who fall outside the boundaries of ideal Japanese womanhood. 

Furthermore, I investigate how the adolescent female onryō presents not only a critique of 

Japanese patriarchy, but also a means through which the paradoxical desires and anxieties of 

citizens within Japanese society can be expressed.  
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In answering my research questions by providing analysis of the representation of 

adolescent female onryō in my chosen Kaidan films, I also acknowledge the limitations of my 

research. I do not speak or read Japanese. Therefore, I depend upon English translations to 

understand the sources I have gathered, originally written in Japanese. I have relied upon the 

translated, English subtitles provided on the DVD releases of the Kaidan horror films I have 

chosen to analyse in order to understand the Japanese dialogue spoken throughout the films. It is 

possible that the subtitle translations do not completely express the intended meaning and 

intricacies of the original Japanese dialogue. Furthermore, I have also utilised a number of 

sources originally written in Japanese which have subsequently been translated into English by 

academic scholars. As with the English subtitles or the Japanese horror films, it is it possible the 

English translation of the original Japanese source features some inaccuracies. However, despite 

these limitations, the analysis I provide of Kaidan horror films considers a wide variety of 

sources concerning the contexts, both historical and contemporary, of the chosen films. In doing 

so, my analysis provides an in-depth consideration of the socio-political institutions and 

patriarchal hierarchies which have shaped and continue to shape Japan’s contemporary cultural 

landscape. Ultimately, I argue that the adolescent female onryō in Kaidan horror films present a 

number of dichotomies and paradoxes which shatter traditional gendered ideals of Japanese 

womanhood, which in turn exposes anxieties surrounding the country’s conception of its own 

patriarchal futurity.  

 

My thesis devotes considerable time to providing analyses not only of the 

characterization of adolescent female onryō in my chosen Kaidan horror films, but also of the 

socio-historical context of those films. In order to position these films fully within the context 
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out of which they arose, I provide careful, in-depth socio-historical analysis of the late-1990s to 

early-2010s cycle of Kaidan horror films in tandem with analysis of my chosen films’ 

characterization of the adolescent female onryō. I focus on characterization because the 

representation of the adolescent female onryō and her relationship with Japanese patriarchy is the 

result of a specific historical, socio-political juncture within Japan. Socio-historical analysis of 

the late-1990s to early-2010s cycle of Kaidan horror films which only takes into consideration 

the cycle within its own, singular time period is insufficient, as the adolescent female onryō 

carries with her the historical weight of hundreds of years of Japanese history. The figure of the 

onryō herself dates back to the 8th century in Japan, intersecting not only with the figure of the 

yūrei, but also with the figure of the goryō (Allan Grappard 560). Cultural myths and folklore 

concerning the spiritual and material world are omnipresent within Japanese society. In this 

sense the past is constantly erupting into the present, much like the adolescent female returns 

from a repressed past into the present time of Kaidan horror films. Therefore, it is crucial to 

understand the cultural mythoi and key historical moments which have shaped the 

characterization of the adolescent female onryō as she is represented within the late-1990s to 

early-2010s cycle of Kaidan horror films. The adolescent female onryō’s characterization hinges 

upon both myth and reality. She is legendary in the most literal sense as part of Japan’s cultural 

and religious history. On the basis of careful socio-historic analysis, to which I devote the 

opening sections of each chapter, I argue that the adolescent female onryō, as well as characters 

tied to her such as single mothers, presents a codified characterization of anxieties surrounding 

women within Japanese society. Paying an equal amount of time to analysing both my chosen 

Kaidan horror films’ socio-historic context and the characterization of the adolescent female 

onryō allows me to read her representation as a product and expression of Japanese society’s 
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long-standing anxieties and unconscious fantasies regarding women, which come to a particular 

point of culmination in the late 1990s/early 2000s. 

 

In theoretical terms, my thesis draws upon psychoanalytic concepts and theories which 

both support and augment my interrogation of the relationship between the adolescent female 

onryō and Japanese patriarchy. The analysis I provide of my chosen films makes use of Sigmund 

Freud’s notions of the uncanny, doubling and the return of the repressed. I utilise Freud’s key 

psychoanalytic concept of the double in particular to examine the triangulated relationship 

between single mothers, their children and the adolescent female onryō in both Ringu and Dark 

Water. Freud’s theory of the return of the repressed and the uncanny are fundamental to my 

analysis overall and to an understanding of why the figure of the adolescent female onryō exists 

within the Kaidan horror subgenre of filmmaking, and especially why she returns to the world of 

the living to exact revenge. Furthermore, in order to examine the symbolic use of water in Ringu, 

Dark Water and Fatal Frame, I call upon Julia Kristeva’s theory of the abject, Jacques Lacan’s 

theory of the mirror stage and Slavoj Žižek’s notion of the ontological gap. I utilise Kristeva’s, 

Lacan’s and Žižek’s theories in conjunction with each other, interlacing their ideas to support my 

consideration of the interrelation between water, the adolescent female onryō and the religious 

within Japanese culture. Kristeva’s notion of the abject is particularly useful when considering 

the paradoxical nature of both water and the adolescent female onryō. I acknowledge that the 

psychoanalytic theories I draw upon in analysing the relationship between the adolescent female 

onryō and Japanese patriarchy have been developed in the Western tradition of scholarship rather 

than Japanese scholarship. However, I do not merely supplant Japanese cultural meanings and 

socio-political contexts with Western psychoanalytic concepts in my thesis, not least because of 
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the careful consideration I give to historical and contemporary Japanese socio-political contexts. 

In order to deepen these socio-political analyses, I draw on psychoanalytic theories that resonate 

with the psychological function of the adolescent female onryō in Kaidan horror films, based on 

the premise that figures in horror film can be addressed as expressions of broader socio-

psychological anxieties. The adolescent female onryō brings into focus fears regarding the 

changing role of women within contemporary Japanese society. She exposes the anxieties of 

Japanese society, attacking core socio-political institutions which uphold patriarchal power. In 

the wake of World War Two and the occupation of Japan, Japanese society has grappled with a 

psychological rift regarding the changing face of core socio-political institutions, especially that 

of the nuclear family. This psychological rupture is worked out through the figure of the 

adolescent female onryō in Kaidan horror films. She functions as a reflection of the disquiet 

within Japanese society regarding the upheaval of Japanese society post-World War Two. Due to 

the psychological function of adolescent female onryō, Kaidan horror films are open to 

engagement with the psychoanalytic theories I have chosen to utilise.  

 

Literature Review  

 

In combination with key psychoanalytic theories I also utilise a diverse number of 

academic sources to support my consideration of the relationship between the adolescent female 

onryō and Japanese patriarchy, as represented in Kaidan horror films. I draw on relevant 

scholarly resources as well as historic, culturally significant pieces of Japanese visual and literary 

art. I make use of academic sources which examine the Japanese horror film genre, the Kaidan 
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horror subgenre of filmmaking as well as texts which investigate the historic and contemporary 

role of women in Japanese society. Adolescent female onryō in Kaidan horror films are 

characters which bring together core anxieties of Japanese society, exposing these anxieties as a 

way to unsettle the hierarchies which uphold the patriarchal institutions shaping the everyday 

lives of Japanese citizens. It is in this vein that I have chosen sources which offer varied 

considerations of the relationship between the social stability of Japanese patriarchy and the 

volatile, vengeful actions of adolescent female onryō.   

 

Existing scholarly research on Kaidan horror films explores the subgenre in terms of how 

it fits within the Japanese horror film genre as a whole as well as providing analysis of specific 

films. When considering the depth of scholarly work on Japanese horror films, a key figure 

within the research field to consider is Colette Balmain. As a researcher who writes on both 

Kaidan horror films and the Japanese horror film genre, Balmain’s work on East Asian horror 

cinema offers a depth of knowledge concerning the development of Japanese horror cinema, 

from the genre’s first incarnation to its most recent. In her book entitled Introduction to Japanese 

Horror Film Balmain tracks the development of the horror film genre in Japan, detailing its 

progression into the 2000s and the multiple subgenres which have emerged over that time. Her 

work provides detailed historical, cultural and socio-political information and analysis 

concerning the different subgenres which have emerged within the broader Japanese horror genre 

of filmmaking, highlighting specific films from each subgenre. In a similar vein to Balmain, Jay 

McRoy also provides an in-depth overview of the Japanese horror film genre in his works 

Japanese Horror Cinema and Nightmare Japan: Contemporary Japanese Horror Cinema while 

also providing some detailed analysis of specific films from the Kaidan horror film subgenre and 
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the figure of the adolescent female onryō. Notably, McRoy explores the relationship between 

single mothers, their children and adolescent female onryō in Kaidan horror films, specifically in 

regard to the film Dark Water. Lindsey Nelson and Nina Martin similarly utilise Dark Water 

when it comes to analysing Japanese society’s fears and anxieties, as augmented by the figure of 

the adolescent female onryō. However, the primary focus of McRoy’s work on Kaidan horror 

films is not adolescent female onryō. While McRoy does argue that the relationship between the 

single mother and adolescent female onryō explores the relegation of women to Japan’s private 

sphere, the core focus of his work is on providing analysis of the Japanese horror genre of 

filmmaking as a whole. Therefore, while McRoy’s argues that the relationship between single 

mothers and the adolescent female onryō in Dark Water explores issues surrounding the 

patriarchal stigmatization of single women in Japanese society, his argument is limited, as it is 

not the primary focus of his work. McRoy does not consider other films within the Kaidan horror 

film subgenre as well as the subgenre itself in terms of its historic and contemporary contexts.  

 

Balmain situates her analysis within a consideration of Japanese myths, folklore and 

religious beliefs, including both Shinto and Buddhism. She investigates the Kaidan horror film 

subgenre, as McRoy, Martin and Nelson do, but focuses her analysis on what she terms the motif 

of the “vengeful foetus,” and why the figure of the female onryō is an adolescent (137). 

Balmain’s insights about the adolescent status of the female onryō in Kaidan horror films are 

also echoed in the work of Lindsay Nelson, especially in her article “Ghosts of the Past, Ghosts 

of the Future,” in which she pays close attention to how the female adolescent onryō brings into 

focus issues surrounding both childhood and femininity in Japanese society (Nelson 12). 

Through her analysis of the film Dark Water, Balmain concludes that Kaidan horror films which 
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focus on adolescent female onryō and end with the death of a mother figure reinforce patriarchal 

hierarchies of socio-political power. For Balmain, the death of the maternal figure is a form of 

punishment for the neglect her child suffered, which more often than not results in that child 

becoming an onryō. The mother’s death, she claims, ushers in the reinstatement of the father’s 

patriarchal order within the nuclear family unit (143). However, I argue that the representation of 

the maternal in Kaidan horror films presents a more complex figuration than Balmain offers, of 

not only motherhood but also womanhood in contemporary Japanese society. I argue that an 

analysis of motherhood in Japan, especially single motherhood, as connected to the 

representation of motherhood in Kaidan horror films offers important insight into the socio-

political institutions which shape the lived experiences of Japanese single mothers. Additionally, 

Balmain’s argument is limited in her consideration of the role of adolescent onryō in Kaidan 

horror films, as she is primarily focused upon the figure of the mother. While Balmain suggests 

that Kaidan horror films such as Dark Water call upon “traditional folklore in order to comment 

and perhaps critique contemporary society,” she does not grapple with the character of the 

adolescent female onryō herself and her critical function, irrespective of her relationship with 

mother figures (143). While Balmain does assert that the mother’s eventual death in Dark Water 

reinforces Japanese patriarchy, she does not come to a definite conclusion about whether the 

representation of the adolescent female onryō in and of herself in Kaidan horror films ultimately 

critiques or reinstates key patriarchal socio-political institutions in Japanese society. Balmain 

only goes as far as saying that representations of the adolescent female onryō may “negotiate” or 

“perhaps critique” contemporary Japan patriarchy (148, 143). Balmain’s ambiguity as to the 

critical function of the adolescent female onryō as a figure who usurps control over Japanese 

patriarchal, socio-political hierarchies is also echoed in McRoy’s, Nelson’s and Martin’s work on 
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Kaidan horror films. While these key researches within the field of scholarship on Kaidan horror 

films do not present definitive arguments concerning the role of the adolescent female onryō, in 

and of herself, in relation to Japanese patriarchy, the argument has been put forward by other 

scholars that the adolescent female onryō is ultimately a reactionary figure. 

 

Valerie Wee and K. K. Seet stand as notable scholars within the field of Japanese horror 

films who have argued that the adolescent female onryō reinforces patriarchal hegemony rather 

than destabilizing its hierarchal authority in Japanese society. In her article “Patriarchy and the 

Horror of the Monstrous Feminine,” Wee suggests, through her analysis of the film Ringu, that 

while the adolescent female onryō Sadako is an ambiguous character due her status as both 

victim and victimizer, her depiction does reinforce negative perceptions concerning the changing 

role of women within Japanese society by aligning femininity and womanhood with monstrosity. 

As Wee argues, “Sadako appears to be a terrifyingly deviant female figure” and is “[t]he only 

female figure that attempts to throw off the bonds of socially approved female behavior” and is 

thus “marked as a deviant monstrosity who is subsequently murdered by her father” (155,158). 

K. K. Seet, in contrast to Wee, openly asserts the regressive nature of adolescent female onryō, 

in his article “Mothers and Daughters,” spearheading the notion that the figure has an essentially 

conformist, patriarchal nature. He argues that Japanese horror films show 

 

the same male anxieties exemplified in the Western horror films of the 1980s, 

through…the dominant fiction or conventional Oedipal desires and positionalities 

that pathologically affirm conservative family values and chastise those who flout 
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or disobey the norms…[T]he current Asian horror film is ultimately conservative 

and functions as a form of narrative containment, the modern purification ritual 

that emphasizes the need for recuperation into the male order of things. (143) 

 

Seet’s analysis of Dark Water provides some salient ideas concerning the ways in which the 

figure of the adolescent female onryō and her relationship with mother figures intervenes into the 

patriarchal relegation of women to the domestic sphere. He pays close attention to how the 

representation of the adolescent female onryō in Dark Water speaks to contemporary anxieties in 

Japanese society regarding the changing role of women within the private and public spheres.  

However, the assertions made by Seet concerning the conservative role of the adolescent female 

onryō do not consider the nuanced representations of women, especially adolescent girls, in 

Japanese Kaidan horror cinema. 

 

 Seet’s analysis of the adolescent female onryō Mitsuko from Dark Water does not 

consider the historic as well as the contemporary Japanese socio-political contexts which shape 

her character as well as her actions within the film. The representation of adolescent girls as 

onryō in Kaidan horror films is not entirely patriarchal in nature as Seet suggests. The 

vengeance-fuelled attacks that adolescent female onryō enact upon both specific persons and 

Japanese society as a whole expose the fragility of patriarchal inequalities which uphold core 

socio-political Japanese institutions. Furthermore, the retributive violence enacted by adolescent 

female onryō also gives free rein to fantasies of destroying the socio-political institutions which 

govern the daily lives of Japanese citizens. As a figure who enacts retributive fantasies, the 
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adolescent female onryō expresses the desire among its audience to undermine the institutions 

which inform their roles within Japanese society, which in turn showcases the importance of the 

figure as a vehicle through which Japanese citizens can question the patriarchal power key 

Japanese institutions have over their daily lives. In this thesis I will argue that Japanese Kaidan 

horror films featuring adolescent female onryō articulate the complex place of women in 

contemporary Japanese society, challenging Japanese patriarchal ideals of womanhood, 

especially with regard to female adolescence, reproduction and motherhood.  

 

Due to Japan’s declining birth rate, the figure of the child has become a central source of 

anxiety within contemporary Japanese society. In 2016, Japan’s birth-rate dipped below 1 

million and 2018 marked the lowest number of births since Japan started its census of the 

population, over a hundred years ago in 1899: “The country of 127 million people saw an 

estimated 921,000 births in 2018, down 25,000 from one year ago and below one million for the 

third consecutive year…The net decline in population, about 448,000 people, is Japan's largest 

ever” (Ed Adamczyk “Japan's birth rate at lowest level since 1899, figures show,” par.1). Japan’s 

declining birth rate has been at the centre of numerous political policies and mandates for the 

past decade. Palash Ghosh writes that the decline in Japan’s birth rate has led “analysts to worry 

that a dwindling population will not only reduce the labour force, but place greater financial 

burdens on youths to take care of the costly health care needs of their rapidly aging parents and 

grandparents” (“Japan Encourages Young People To Date,” par.2). The Japanese government 

introduced a series of policies, including tax reductions for couples with children, as well as 

state-funded dating and matchmaking services in an effort to encourage young, unattached 

singles to get married and have babies: “local officials arrange ‘konkatsu’ parties where singles 
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can meet and mingle, after having bought tickets that allow them to drink and eat at bars and 

restaurants” (para.1). Japan’s anxieties surrounding its declining birth-rate and the government’s 

focus on encouraging the population, mainly women, to reproduce, is essentially a fear of having 

no national future, specifically a fear of having no reproductive future. This fear of no future is 

represented through the figure of the adolescent female onryō in Kaidan horror films. She is a 

paradox, a child but at the same time no longer a child, as well as a female but a female who will 

never bear children. Jay McRoy touches upon the importance of the figure of the child in 

Japanese society, asserting that ideals of childhood in contemporary Japanese society are 

destabilised by the figure of the adolescent female onryō in Kaidan horror films (Nightmare 

Japan 84). I push McRoy’s assertion further, arguing that the fear of no reproductive future is 

not only reflected in the figure of the adolescent female onryō, but that Kaidan horror films 

featuring adolescent female onryō bring to light the core patriarchal anxieties surrounding her 

paradoxical nature, and not only expose but shatter the ideological foundations which assert the 

dominance of men over women in Japanese society. In bringing together academic discourses 

surrounding family, womanhood, childhood and reproduction in Japan, I will illuminate how, as 

important socio-political institutions, they are inextricable from one another when it comes not 

only to supporting patriarchal hierarchies in Japan, but also destabilising them.   

 

Drawing upon existing academic research on the Japanese horror filmmaking, my thesis 

utilises and extends core assertions, particularly from Balmain and McRoy, beyond the 

ambiguous conclusions put forward by scholars regarding the possible destabilising impact of 

adolescent female onryō upon Japanese patriarchy as represented in Kaidan horror films. 

Coupling the consideration of the relationship between Japanese patriarchy and the figure of the 
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adolescent female onryō on the one hand with relevant psychoanalytic theories on the other, I 

argue that Kaidan horror films which feature adolescent female onryō not only critique the role 

of women in contemporary Japanese society, but also attack the fragile socio-political 

institutions which relegate women to the private sphere and exclude them from the public sphere.  

 

Chapter Breakdown 

 

The paradoxical nature of the adolescent female onryō, as a figure existing betwixt life 

and death, among other binary oppositions, brings into focus the fragility of patriarchal 

hierarchies within Japanese society. My chosen Kaidan horror films for analysis consider the 

adolescent female onryō as a channel for expressing disquiet with the patriarchal structure of 

Japanese society, thereby destabilising the socio-political institutions which delineate the role of 

women within Japanese society. Divided into five chapters, the thesis begins with a chapter 

which provides an investigation of the historical antecedents of the Kaidan horror film in Japan. 

Tracing the genre’s socio-political context from its earliest incarnation to the modernisation of 

Japan during the country’s occupation by Allied, specifically American, forces following the end 

of World War Two, this chapter considers how changes imposed onto Japan’s socio-political 

sphere in the name of gender equality shaped the Kaidan horror genre of filmmaking as well as 

the figure of the female onryō. This chapter also provides a detailed account of the influence of 

Japanese religious beliefs and cultural art forms when it comes to the figure of the yūrei and how 

such influences have shaped the thematic and aesthetic codification of the adolescent female 

onryō in contemporary Kaidan horror films.  
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The second chapter analyses the relationship between mothers, daughters and adolescent 

female onryō in Kaidan horror films, especially when it comes to the notion of maternal neglect. 

Through textual analysis of Ringu and Dark Water, I argue that the relationship between 

children, living or dead, and maternal figures in these films reflects Sigmund Freud’s notion of 

both the uncanny and doubling. I give particular importance to examining the figure of the single 

mother in Japan (both mothers in Ringu and Dark Water are divorced) and the institutional 

discrimination she suffers as a woman without a husband, not belonging to a nuclear family unit. 

The adolescent female onryō, who wishes to return to the maternal realm forever in both films, 

augments the grievances and struggles of single motherhood in Japan; bereft of institutional and 

social support, the single mother exists on the outskirts of society as an outcast. The single 

mother and adolescent female onryō act as uncanny doubles for one another in the films, their 

relationship critiquing totalizing ideals of Japanese motherhood and exposing the prejudicial as 

well as contradictory factors which shape the lives of women who fall outside the bounds of 

acceptable motherhood in Japan. 

 

In my third chapter, I turn to the associations of the onryō with water in the films Ringu, 

Dark Water and Fatal Frame (Gekijōban Zero). I examine not only the association of water with 

the adolescent female onryō in regard to Julia Kristeva’s notion of the abject, but also in terms of 

the symbolism of water in Japanese culture, which is linked to both folklore and ancient Shinto 

religious practices. Water acts as a substance of both renewal and decay in Dark Water, Ringu 

and Fatal Frame. I discuss how the association of water with the adolescent female onryō in my 

chosen films utilizes both Shinto ideas of water as a means of purification and abject associations 

of water with bodily fluids in order to undermine patriarchal Japanese ideals of adolescence and 
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womanhood. In examining the relationship between water and adolescent female onryō in 

Kaidan horror films I build and expand upon my previous chapter’s concern with ideals of 

femininity within Japanese society, considering how my chosen films explore the nuanced 

religious and cultural influences of both historic and contemporary ideals of Japanese 

womanhood. Dark Water, Ringu and Fatal Frame utilize religious and cultural associations 

between water and femininity through their representation of adolescent female onryō to render 

traditional ideals of Japanese womanhood abject in response to Japanese society’s paradoxical 

desire for both gender traditionalism and social modernization. 

 

The fourth and fifth chapters of my thesis discuss the private and public spheres of 

Japanese society, respectively. I provide analysis of Ringu, Dark Water as well as Ju-on: Black 

Ghost in my fourth chapter, examining how the films’ adolescent female onryō unsettle the 

gendered boundaries of the private sphere and render the domestic, familial home uncanny. The 

onryō in my chosen films not only inhabit the domestic spaces but are embodied through 

associated spaces, objects and technologies, including a bathtub, VHS tape and an adolescent girl 

herself, to name a few. Such embodiments challenge narrative logic within the films, 

fragmentating space and time. The domestic sphere thus becomes defamiliarized through the 

adolescent female onryō, which destabilizes the normative, patriarchal boundaries that define the 

private sphere as an environment where women are subservient to men. The final chapter of my 

thesis examines One Missed Call (Chakushin Ari) (2003) directed by Takashi Miike and The 

Locker (Shibuya Kaidan) (2004) directed by Kei Horie, as Kaidan horror films that focus on the 

public sphere of Japanese society. The films centre around adolescent female onryō who inhabit 

and are embodied through public spaces and technology. By usurping control over urban spaces 
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and technologies, the adolescent female onryō disturbs the patriarchal structuring of Japanese 

society. Overtaking both the private and public sphere within Japanese society, the adolescent 

female onryō challenges preconceived notions of the role of women within those spheres and the 

power of Japanese patriarchy to shape women’s lives. My fifth chapter’s focus upon the public 

sphere of Japanese society and the adolescent female onryō’s occupation of that sphere by 

usurping control over urban technologies and spaces cements the figure’s critical reach within 

Japanese culture. The adolescent female onryō’s ability to wield power over both the public and 

private spheres openly challenges the power of patriarchal hierarchies within Japanese society in 

ways which present both an abject, uncanny present and future. Drawing upon the long tradition 

within Japanese culture of utilising ghosts as a way to articulate resistance to socio-political 

hierarchies, the adolescent female onryō in Kaidan horror films return to the world of the living 

from the past in the guise of an imagined (lack of) futurity. The adolescent female onryō 

supplants Japanese society’s anxieties about the possibility of not having a future, as a result of 

the nation’s declining birth rate, with her own disturbing, uncanny and abject futurity. As an 

uncanny resonance from the past, the adolescent female onryō is a reminder of the deal Japan 

made with the American Allied forces post-World War Two for economic power in exchange for 

relinquishing the nation’s militaristic power, a deal which still sits uncomfortably, at least under 

the surface, in 1990s Japan. 
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Chapter 1: The Adolescent Female Onryō in Context – The Occupation of Japan, Japanese 

Horror Cinema and the Onryō Tradition 

 

First the enthusiastic acceptance of a new idea, then a period of reaction against it, 

and finally the complete assimilation and transformation of the idea to Japanese 

patterns. (Anderson and Richie 34) 

 

Horror, a vital component of both the literary and visual arts in Japan since the Heian 

period (794 - 1185), arose as a commercially viable and critically acclaimed film genre in 1950s 

Japan. The Japanese horror film genre is an important and particular form of artistic expression, 

which can be utilised to explore unstable socio-political national landscapes. 1950s Japanese 

horror filmmaking arose out of a period of national instability. The defeat and occupation of 

Japan following the Second World War by the Allied – primarily American – forces, coupled 

with the conflict as well the disquiet which arose because of the active abolishment of state 

Shintoism and its replacement with American democratic ideals, was a leading factor in the 

influx of Japanese horror films in the 1950s. Films from 1950s Japanese horror cinema focused 

on different sub-genres, notably the Kaidan genre of filmmaking (ghost story films) and include 

films such as Kenji Mizoguchi’s 1953 film Tales of Ugetsu, Nobuo Nakagawa’s 1957 and 1959 

films Kaidan Kasane-ga-fuchi (known as the Ghost Story of Kasane Swamp or The Depths) and 

Tōkaidō Yotsuya Kaidan (Ghost Story of Yotsuya in Tōkaidō). I argue that these Japanese horror 

films acted as a barometer for the resulting anxieties within Japanese society concerning the 

decline of ‘pre-modern’ Japanese state Shintoism and of the ie system in particular. The Allied 

powers, specifically the American forces occupying Japan from 1945 to 1952, changed the 
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socio-political Japanese landscape “beyond recognition. These profound socio-political changes 

impacted on material social relations and were expressed in the cultural landscape as a tension 

between the pre-modern and the modern, communalism and individualism, Japanese tradition 

and Western democracy” (Colette Balmain 11-12). In this chapter I examine the modernisation 

of Japanese society following the end of World War Two and how the occupation of Japan by 

the American Allied forces shaped the lives of Japanese citizens during and after the occupation. 

I pay special attention to analysing how the American forces imposed their own notions of 

gender equality as part of their aim to demilitarise Japan, which changed Japanese gender ideals 

and the hierarchical structuring of the familial unit. Furthermore, I investigate how Japanese 

horror cinema responded to and was shaped by the Allied occupation, not only through the 

development of different subgenres, specifically the Kaidan horror subgenre of filmmaking, but 

also through the figure of the adolescent female onryō.   

 

The modernisation of Japan in the wake of World War Two was not an organic process 

which emerged and progressed over a long period of time; rather it was an imposed change to the 

social, cultural and political spheres of Japanese private and public life which was forced upon 

the Japanese by the American occupying forces. Changes imposed upon Japan by the American 

occupying forces resulted in the organised, state-sanctioned policing of Japanese women’s 

identities, especially their bodies, on both a social and political level, by both the American 

occupiers and the Japanese government. The resulting social anxieties concerning the 

destabilisation of Japanese national identity due to the challenging of central Japanese 

ideological institutions such as the ie system and the policing of Japanese women’s identities in 

post-World War Two Japan found expression in Japanese horror films through the figure of the 
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Japanese female onryō. While the emphasis on female onryō in Japanese horror films came to 

critical and commercial prominence in the 1950s, the iconic, widespread proliferation of the 

figure within Japanese cinema and culture did not occur until the 1990s. Japanese horror cinema 

became synonymous with the female onryō in the 1990s. Calling upon traditional elements of the 

representation of female ghosts in Japanese visual, theatrical and literary arts since the Heian 

period, Japanese horror films utilise the figure of the female onryō as a means to express as well 

as explore relevant socio-political anxieties in times of significant Japanese national instability.  I 

argue that the female onryō as shaped and influenced by her codification within Japanese cultural 

art forms provides an opportunity to question the patriarchal hierarchies which inform core 

socio-political Japanese institutions.  

 

Modernising a Nation: The Allied Occupation of Japan Post-World War Two 

 

The defeat of Japan by the Allied powers in World War Two, specifically by America, 

and its occupation by those Allied forces destabilised key Japanese socio-political structures, 

including traditional state Shintoism and the Japanese ie system. As Wakita Haruko explains, the 

ie system, “or family system,” is “a patriarchal unit with one husband and one wife in which the 

wife comes to live with her husband and all children born of the marriage live with them” (83). 

The ie system emerged in Japan during the eleventh and twelfth medieval centuries, and the 

establishment of the ie system “has been considered in historical models as a hierarchal system 

of patrilineal hegemony, in which the woman’s role is subordinate” to that of her husband (83). 

The ie system was an important socio-political ideology in pre-modern Japan, comparable in 

influence to official governing “offices or corporations” (89, 101). As a formative ideological 
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basis for the configuration and development of Japanese society, especially in terms of gender 

relations, the ie system fostered the patriarchal structuring of Japanese society “in which men are 

equated with civilization and women with nature, [a] historical model…based on the assumption 

that men” are innately best suited to control as well as inhabit the Japanese public sphere, while 

women are innately “primitive” and are best contained within the private sphere of the home 

(84). Haruko further asserts that “all of the institutions and occupations of the medieval period” 

in Japan, “including political structures, economic structures, and the industries of handicrafts, 

construction, and agriculture, were based on the institution of the ie” (85). Thus, all aspects of 

Japanese life were informed by the ie system, especially in terms of the patriarchal social 

divisions and structures of public and private life that the institution upheld. The ie system as an 

organising ideology of Japanese society, especially in terms of the relegation of women to the 

private sphere and men to the public sphere, survived from the medieval period to the 1940s in 

Japan and still continues to hold ideological weight within contemporary Japanese society.  

 

State Shintoism in Japan, which emerged at the beginning of the Meiji period (1868 - 

1912), was an ideological system founded upon Shintoism as well as Buddhist and Confucianist 

notions of community and gender relations. As an ideological system “which places the emperor 

at the centre of a complex system of obligation and duties” (Balmain 11), state Shintoism was 

used as a means of asserting national loyalty within Japan, especially to the Emperor as a direct 

descendant of the Shinto deity Amaterasu. As a tool of Japanese nationalism, state Shintoism 

was upheld by patriarchal social structures, including the ie system. State Shintoism ended in 

1945 with the Shinto directive, an order issued by the Western occupying forces in Japan to the 

Japanese regime that called for the legislative abolishment of state Shintoism. The occupying 
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Western forces perceived state Shintoism as a major contributing factor to Japan’s militaristic 

and nationalist tendencies, which had led to the nation becoming allied with the Axis powers 

during World War Two.  

 

In the lead-up to World War Two Japan had fallen into an economic depression at the 

start of the Showa period (1926 – 1989). The Showa Financial Crisis of 1927 and the Showa 

Depression of 1930 – 1931 (a result of the world wide Great Depression of 1929 – 1939) paved 

the way for the rise of fascism and imperial totalitarianism within Japan, which led not only to 

Japan allying itself with the Axis powers in World War Two but also to the Japanese invasion of 

Manchuria in 1931, which intensified to become the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937 – 1945). 

The surrender of Japan to the Allied powers and its occupation by those powers from 1945 to 

1952 brought a seismic change to the socio-political and cultural landscape of Japan, ushering in 

a new period of modernisation which focused on introducing democratic reforms to Japanese 

politics, deposing state Shintoism and dismantling the socio-political weight of the ie system as 

an ideological, organising principle of Japanese social life for both men and women (Wee, 

Japanese Horror Films and their American Remakes 40).   

 

The introduction of democratic reforms by the American occupiers was a form of 

patriarchal democracy, which aimed to assert American political dominance over Japanese 

governmental control and ideology. Reforms, spearheaded by American Allied forces, 

necessitated that Japan relinquish all its imperialist and militaristic leanings, putting in place a 

constitution which prohibited Japan from ever again having an active military force and 

engaging in any armed conflict (40). Furthermore, the new reforms imposed by the Allied forces 
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focused on implementing  

 

legislative rulings…aimed at suppressing what remained of Japan’s premodern, 

traditional beliefs and practices, replacing them with ideals and values more in 

keeping with Western notions of modernity. This included replacing historically 

rooted commitment to imperial power with Western notion of democracy, 

supplanting the Japanese notion of collectivism and communal responsibility, 

giri, with an emphasis on individualism, and legislating a greater degree of gender 

equality than had previously been allowed under the traditional Japanese 

patriarchal ie system. The reforms also explicitly and actively instituted the 

recognition of women’s rights and the shift to gender equality that included 

dismantling the ideologically entrenched ie system. (40) 

 

The patriarchal ie system central to pre-modern Japan promoted ideals of collectivism and 

community. Relational harmony between community members and notions of loyalty to the 

nation and emperor are important aspects of the ie system (Balmain 36). Although established in 

the medieval period, it was during the Edo Period (1603 – 1876) that the ie system was ingrained 

within Japanese society, enforcing a stringent class system which placed Samurai as the highest 

class and merchants as the lowest (36). This hierarchal class system was also highly patriarchal, 

as “[r]esponsibility for the family was clearly defined as belonging to the head of the household,” 

who was male and who, on behalf of the family, was “responsible to the larger community, and 

ultimately to the emperor” (36).  Only sons could be the successor of a family’s inheritance in 

Japan and any daughters were to be married off in arranged marriages advantageous to the 
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family. As Colette Balmain asserts, the ie system “was predicated on the repression and 

oppression of women, for whom the rules of appropriate behaviour were dictated by her 

obedience to her parents, husband and children, in that order” (36). The dismissal of the ie 

system in Japan had a profound impact on Japanese society at large, bringing in new Western, 

specifically American, notions of gender equality and familial relationships that were at odds 

with pre-modern state Shintoism.  

 

The Allied American forces and their “noble project” of reshaping Japan into a 

democratic nation void of aggressive militaristic tendencies located gender equality as a crucial 

aspect to successfully modernising Japan (Mire Koikari 313). Douglas MacArthur, the Supreme 

Commander of the Occupation Forces in Japan, himself linked the success of Japan’s 

modernisation project to gender equality. McArthur stated publicly that his objective and the 

purpose of the Allied forces  

 

was to ‘reorient’ and ‘rehabilitate’ Japan into a peaceful and democratic nation… 

[T]he American occupiers emphatically claimed that, unlike European colonial 

interventions that had been invasive and exploitative, the US objective in 

occupying Japan was to civilise, modernise, and most importantly, democratise 

this Asian country that had ‘gone astray’ in the recent war. (313) 

 

The American Allied forces perceived both state Shintoism and the ie system to be in direct 

conflict with their efforts to democratize Japan and dispose of Japanese militarism. They 

believed that Japan’s existing gender relations, which were informed by both state Shintoism and 
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the ie system, fed into Japan’s militarism. In order to eliminate the threat of Japanese militarism, 

the American forces decided to displace Japan’s traditional gender relations, which they deemed 

inadequate for modernising the nation, with their own notions of gender equality. The American 

forces’ insistence on the de-militarisation of Japan became synonymous with dismantling 

Japanese patriarchy. American occupiers argued that gender equality and freeing Japanese 

women from the oppressive, patriarchal ie system was a major focus of their mission to bring 

democracy to Japan: “Of all the aspects of the US occupation of Japan, liberating women who 

had hitherto been oppressed under ‘Oriental male chauvinism’ captured the fascination of the 

American occupiers… [T]he American occupiers felt tremendous zeal and enthusiasm for their 

project of liberating Japanese women” (314). This enthusiasm surrounding American occupying 

forces’ liberation of Japanese women from oppressive state Shintoism and the patriarchal ie 

system extended back home to America. In a letter by Sally Butler, the president of the American 

National Federation of Business and Professional Women’s Club, to Douglas MacArthur during 

the occupation, she congratulated MacArthur for bringing Japanese women suffrage. MacArthur 

bolstered both the American occupiers and those back home in his response to Butler by 

declaring that “there is coming into Japanese life for the first time the noble influence of 

womanhood and the home which has done so much to further American stability and progress, 

and upon which I place most implicit trust that those new and higher ideals toward which the 

Japanese are now turning their faces will in time be fully…cherished and defended” (131). In the 

eyes of the Americans, their own ideas concerning gender relations were superior to those of the 

Japanese, and only by replacing the patriarchal systems of Japan with American democracy 

could Japan be modernised.  
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However, McArthur’s rhetoric concerning the superiority of American gender relations 

and ideals of womanhood was not non-patriarchal in nature. The primary concern of the 

occupation was to modernise Japan into a de-militarised, democratic country. As Mire Koikari 

points out, in examining how the occupation of Japan shaped the lives of Japanese citizens, it 

must be remembered that “the occupation was, first and foremost, a foreign military 

intervention” by the Allied forces which resulted in “power inequalities between” Japan and 

America (314). The American occupiers understood that Japan’s militaristic tendencies were 

directly linked to the nation’s patriarchal socio-political institutions. Japanese militarism grew 

out of the country’s highly patriarchal society, which placed supreme importance on gendered 

hierarchies of socio-political power that revolved around the superiority of the Japanese emperor 

to all other nations’ heads of state. Rather than removing patriarchal notions of gender 

completely, the Americans replaced Japanese gender hierarchies with their own. McArthur and 

his constituents believed that American patriarchy was better for Japanese society and would 

lead to the long term demilitarisation of Japan. Gender equality was a project which the 

American occupiers deemed noble and for which they could congratulate themselves because 

they perceived America as a modernised nation compared to Japan.  

 

To cement the modernisation of Japan according to American standards of gender 

relations, a small group American occupation officers as well as staff working with American 

official in Japan at the time were brought together in 1947 to write a post-war charter, which 

came to be known as the 1947 Constitution of Japan. One reform specifically included within the 

1947 Constitution of Japan which sets out to bring equal rights to women in Japan, specifically 

within the confines of marriage, is The Equal Rights Amendment. Known as Article 24 of the 
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Constitution, The Equal Rights Amendment states that 

 

Marriage shall be based only on the mutual consent of both sexes and it shall be 

maintained through mutual cooperation with the equal rights of husband and wife 

as a basis. With regard to choose of spouse, property rights, inheritance, choice of 

domicile, divorce and other matters pertaining to marriage and the family, laws 

shall be enacted from the standpoint of individual dignity and the essential 

equality of the sexes. (Quoted in Kurt Steiner 176) 

 

The American occupiers saw the 1947 Japanese constitution and the Equal Rights Amendment 

of Article 24 of that constitution as evidence of their success in not only freeing Japanese women 

from the tyranny of patriarchal orientalism, but also of successfully bringing Western democracy 

to a once militaristic Japanese society. The replacement of Japanese militarism with Western, 

especially American, forms of democracy was a project which not only aimed to de-militarise 

Japan but in essence also dismantle Japanese patriarchy. The rigid, patrilineal nature of the 

Japanese ie system as well as state Shintoism lent itself to upholding Japanese militarism. 

However, the efforts to undo Japanese patriarchy by introducing American gender equality did 

not mean that American patriarchal ideals were also called into question. The introduction of 

Western gender equality to Japan was given idealistic, ideological overtones, which painted the 

freeing of Japanese women by American occupiers from the tyranny of Japanese paternalism as a 

virtuous, noble project. The American occupiers only replaced Japanese patriarchal, gendered 

ideals with their own patriarchal socio-political ideals which insisted on a gendered, hierarchical 

structuring of the familial home. The patriarchal organisation of the familial unit, according to 
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American gendered ideals, positioned the husband as the head of the household and women as 

subordinate to him. Furthermore, the importance of individualism over collectivism was also 

promoted through this organisation of familial relations. Ideals of gender equality were just that, 

ideals rather than a lived reality, especially for women. The American occupiers’ honourable 

project of modernising and bringing gender equality to Japan by dismantling ‘archaic’ Japanese 

gender relations was paradoxical. Following the end of World War Two America itself was 

undergoing a shift in its socio-political landscape when it came to gender relations, with the 

entrenchment of the nuclear family as an important social institution which reconstructed the 

patriarchal structure of the family home and the roles of men and women within it. The structure 

of the nuclear family based upon a patriarchal delineation of the socio-political roles of men and 

women both inside and outside the home faced and still faces criticism within America. The 

American occupying forces in Japan therefore exploited an ideological goal rather than a lived 

reality in order to mandate a gender equality which had yet to be fully achieved within their own 

country.   

 

America women who were part of the occupying forces in Japan were tasked with 

promoting Article 24 and the American values of gender relations the Amendment espoused 

(Koikari 314). Official documentation of the activities of Allied troops during the occupation, 

known as the SCAP Records, coupled with interviews and memoirs of female officers delegated 

to promote Article 24 of the Japanese constitution, paint the occupation as a “march of progress” 

and a positive force in bringing equality to Japanese women (314). The vast majority of 

information concerning the impact of the Equal Rights Amendment on Japanese women has 

relied on the accounts of American women serving within the occupying forces. These women 
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promoted the idea that both the occupation and Japanese constitution brought overwhelmingly 

positive changes to Japanese women, releasing them from the patriarchal tyranny of Japanese 

gender relations, which were entrenched within state Shintoism and the ie system (314). Despite 

claiming that they only had benign intentions to change Japanese society for the better, 

especially for Japanese women, American intervention in Japan existed within a hierarchy of 

power.  

 

The occupying American “colonisers’” interventions into Japanese society, which 

insisted on the supremacy of their own gender relations over those of Japan, “often hinged on the 

construction of the West as gender egalitarian and thus more…civilised, and of the East as 

chauvinistic and thus uncivilised…this viewpoint facilitated the colonisers’ intrusion into the 

homes and families of the colonised in the name of progress…which contributed to the 

restructuring of indigenous social orders” (Koikari 315). Despite the American occupiers’ 

intercession into the gender relations of Japanese society and their claim of introducing superior 

ideals concerning gender equality, especially within the private realm of the Japanese family, 

America itself had yet to introduce its own Equal Rights Amendment. The paradoxical position 

on the part of the Western Allies concerning the superiority of American gender relations 

coupled with the imposition of the 1952 Japanese Constitution resulted in a Japanese women’s 

bodies being heavily policed by both Japanese and Occupation authorities. 

 

Japanese authorities and those in positions of political power were not silent in the face of 

what Japanese society deemed to be a “foreign invasion” by the American Allied Forces (315). 

The Japanese countered interventions made by the American occupiers into the gendered 
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structuring of Japanese society by insisting on the protection of Japanese women’s sexual purity. 

The introduction of Western gender ideals in the Equal Rights Amendment to Japan, rather than 

bringing triumphant gender equality for Japanese women, caused a backlash against the 

American forces’ intervention in Japanese gender relations.  As Koikari argues,  

 

gendered discourses of anti-colonial resistance led to problematic practices, such 

as stricter surveillance of indigenous women’s bodies and sexuality, confinement 

of women to the traditional sphere of the home, and alienation of women from 

‘Western’ influences, including women’s education and political participation. 

(315) 

 

Japanese women suffered further gender inequality within Japanese society, rather than the 

freedom from patriarchal authority the Americans had promised and espoused. Japanese 

patriarchal authorities used Japanese women’s bodies as a means to reassert the power of 

traditional Japanese social structures such as the ie system, often working with American 

occupying forces to enforce the policing of women’s bodies: “Despite enormous inequalities 

between the two nations, the way power operated in the occupation was multi-directional… 

[O]ccupied subjects, especially within the existing ruling class, were fairly capable of negotiating 

and even occasionally manipulating the American attempt to restructure Japanese domestic 

order” (316). Japanese women before the occupation and even during were designated within 

society as fulfilling one of two possible roles: mother/wife or prostitute. Wives and mothers were 

cast as being “obedient, chaste…and quiet…and under the complete domination of their 

husbands,” while prostitutes were represented as happy with their lives and “trained not to think 
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or desire beyond their own realm” (316). This characterization of Japanese women’s roles within 

society belonged to a patriarchal binary that was upheld by both American and Japanese political 

forces during the occupation, as both forces worked together during the occupation to provide 

American male occupiers with brothels and to control the prostitutes who worked in them. 

Japanese authorities who focused on protecting ‘virtuous’ Japanese wives and mothers against 

the threat posed by the American male occupiers, whom they feared would pose a sexual threat 

to ‘respectable’ Japanese women, not only provided the brothels (known as ianjo), which were 

exclusive for American male officers to use, but they actively sought women to become 

prostitutes within them.  

 

The Japanese authorities, in order to protect and secure Japanese national identity in the 

face of American intervention, utilised Japanese women who occupied unstable socio-economic 

standings to prevent the American male occupiers from pursuing Japanese women who inhabited 

stable socio-economic positions within the ie system. Immediately following Japan’s defeat in 

World War Two, the Recreation and Amusement Centre (RAA) was set up by the Japanese 

government to be ruled over by the Japanese Metropolitan Police Board. The RAA enlisted the 

help of the “owners of…sex industries” and “put advertisements on the streets and…even in 

newspapers that called for ‘female clerks’…who would provide ‘comfort’ for the American 

soldiers. In return, these women would be provided places to stay, clothing and, food” (Koikari 

321). The RAA in this vein did not seek to recruit higher and middle class women to be 

prostitutes; they targeted lower-class and poverty-stricken women whose choices in finding 

employment, food and housing were extremely limited. The Japanese government willingly 

‘sacrificed’ women of lower economic and social status for American male occupiers’ pleasure 
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to ensure “the purity of the Japanese race” and the “‘maintenance of the national body’ by 

protecting ‘respectable Japanese women’… [W]omen who were recruited by the RAA – those 

from precarious economic backgrounds – would be sacrificed as a human bohatei, or 

breakwater” (321).  Japanese women who belonged to the lower economic classes during the 

post-World War Two period often were widows and single mothers, women who lacked support 

from patriarchal social structures as they did not belong to a traditional familial structure as 

defined by the ie system. Japanese society invested heavily in women as symbols of national, 

patriarchal identity in the wake of World War Two. Japanese women became emblematic 

bastions of Japanese nationalism. Japanese women who fell outside patriarchal ideals of 

womanhood according to the ie system therefore came to bear the brunt of anxieties concerning 

loss of social stability in modern, post-World War Two Japan.  

 

Protecting Japanese woman who belong to a nuclear family from the sexual threat of the 

American occupiers at the cost of sacrificing the bodies of single mothers and women without 

husbands was perceived as necessary to protecting the longevity of Japan’s future. The 

demilitarisation and occupation of Japan by the Americans was experienced by the Japanese as a 

form of feminization. In the wake of the imposition of American ideals of gender equality and 

democracy, which insisted on the dismantling of Japan’s military as well as the destabilisation of 

core Japanese socio-political institutions, Japan was placed in a subservient political position to 

their dominant American occupiers. The inferior, ‘feminized’ position in which Japan found 

itself resulted in the displacement of emasculated humiliation onto Japanese women through the 

reinforcement of both classist and sexist gendered hierarchies. Such patriarchal hierarchies 

reinstated the socio-political power of Japanese men over Japanese women, who were left 
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disempowered. The displacement of Japan’s national feminization onto Japanese women resulted 

in renewed focus on controlling Japanese women’s sexualities and bodies. By reinstating class 

hierarchies for Japanese women when it came to whose sexualities and bodies were deemed 

worthy of protecting and whose were not, Japan could reassert its own patriarchal hierarchies on 

a socio-political level, which imbued Japanese men with a renewed sense of power during 

Japan’s occupation. The disquiet associated with a loss of political power and the resulting 

feminization of Japan under the weight of American occupying forces impacted not only the 

lived realities of Japanese women during the occupation of Japan but also the representation of 

women in Japanese culture.  

 

Post-World War Two Japanese Horror Cinema and the Growth of the Kaidan Subgenre of 

Filmmaking  

 

In the face of modernization, which came in the form of American notions of democracy 

and gender equality, anxieties concerning the loss of the pre-modern Japan found expression 

within Japanese visual arts, specifically Japanese cinema. As a colonised power from the end of 

World War Two until 1952, the occupation of Japan by the American Allies changed the 

direction of Japanese national cinema, most notably in terms of genre, as the Allied forces 

introduced new legislation regulating the Japanese film industry and its creative control. The 

Allied occupation of Japan resulted in the banning of popular Japanese film genres, specifically 

the Jidaigeki genre, which focused on Japanese feudal life during the Edo Period (1603-1868), 

loyalty to the emperor, state Shintoism and the ie system: “issues of loyalty and community 

[including almost all samurai films] were largely banned in favour of a more ‘democratic’ 
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product modelled on the lines of Hollywood Cinema…Western values of democratic freedom 

and individual expression were imposed on Japanese cinema” (Balmain 21,23). The Allied 

Western powers imposed this ban of specific film genres with the Civil Information and 

Education Section (CIE) of 1945: “Under CIE rules, all nationalistic and militaristic films were 

prohibited. Film production was carefully regulated to ensure that no films glorified or supported 

the traditional feudal system or past military activities” (41). The CIE was responsible for 

policies concerning “public information, education, religion and other social problems of Japan” 

and had a “propaganda mission” to spread “democratic ideals and principles” (Eiji Takemae 

180). While specific genres had been banished because of their connection to the ie system and 

state Shintoism, other film genres grew in the wake of CIE cinematic mandates. 

 

The growth of different horror film sub-genres rose out of the void left by the banishment 

of the Jidaigeki and other staple Japanese film genres during the Allied occupation. Japanese 

horror films produced in the wake of the imposition of CIE filmmaking directives express the  

 

conflict between the pre-modern and the modern, the Japanese ie system and the 

democratic values of the West…[T]he idea of community as fundamental to the ie 

system of kinship, was situated in opposition to the traits of an imaginary America 

associated with rampant individualism [and] selfishness (Balmain 21, 27).  

 

The Allied, American occupiers’ imposition of modern, democratic ideals, which unsettled pre-

modern, traditional Japanese notions of societal responsibility for men and women, resulted in 

conflicted anxieties concerning Japanese national identity. The Japanese horror film genre 
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offered not only a means to express national fears associated with a loss of the pre-modern but 

also a space to explore representations of national identity in a symbolic manner which could 

offer counter-narratives to American notions of modernity. Furthermore, within the space of the 

horror film, the Japanese could call upon and utilise traditional iconography and characters in 

ways that can subvert the gendered hierarchies and Western democratic ideals of individualism 

imposed by the American occupiers. As Balmain asserts,  

 

at a time of societal disruption, shifting relationships between men and women, 

the demise of rigid distinctions between classes and the rapid modernisation of 

Japan the horror film [provides] one of the most suitable mechanisms through 

which to articulate anxieties and concerns over the changing nature of Japanese 

society at a time of unprecedented upheaval. (31) 

 

 Robin Wood, in his work on American horror films, argues that films released post-1970s in 

America featured a shift in how the monstrous threat was depicted and dealt with, as these horror 

films represented a greater sense of incoherence, intensified insecurity as well as American 

society’s anxieties at the time (25-27). Moreover, Wood asserts that American horror films of 

this period which focus on anxieties concerning a horrific threat often emphasize humanity’s 

vulnerable inability to stop or reduce the source of that threat (25-28). As Valerie Wee argues, 

horror films in which the threat cannot be easily curtailed reveal “the instability of dominant 

ideologies and values, thereby commenting on the underlying social foundations of horror” 

(Japanese Horror Films and their American Remakes 50). While Wood argues that 

uncontrollable, horrific threats in American horror films speak to the specific social anxieties of 
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post-1970s America, his argument can be broadened to examine post-World War Two Japanese 

horror cinema. As Wee asserts, “[m]any of the anxieties articulated in American horror were 

also…expressed in Japanese [horror] films …anxieties that remain rooted in post-war upheavals 

that had continued to escalate…fear of ongoing social changes, and intensifying tensions 

between tradition and modernity” (51). Japanese horror cinema, therefore, became an important 

means through which the trauma left on Japan following its occupation after World War Two 

were symbolically represented. The resulting anxieties experienced by Japanese society, 

regarding womanhood in particular, were explored through the utilisation of traditional stories 

and characters from pre-modern Japanese culture in post-World Wat Two Japanese horror 

cinema.  

 

Notable subgenres which grew out of the Japanese horror genre of filmmaking after 

World War Two include the ‘giant monster’ subgenre known as Daikaiju Eiga or Kaijū films, 

such as Ishirō Honda’s films Gojira (1954) and Rodan (1956), as well as the ghost story 

subgenre known as Kaidan films. Kenji Mizoguchi’s Tale of Ugetsu (1953) is the prototypical 

avenging spirit/ghost film of the Kaidan sub-genre (Balmain 43). Produced immediately 

following the end of the occupation the film features a strong emphasis on both notions of 

familial duty and the devastation of war. Tale of Ugetsu’s (hereafter referred to as Ugetsu) 

implementation of ideas concerning familial responsibility and the ethics of war is due in no 

small part to the impact of Japan’s American occupiers and their efforts to demilitarise the nation 

and instil the importance of the nuclear family to success of Japan’s modernisation. Ugetsu tells 

the story of a potter named Genjūrō who leaves his wife, Miyagi, and their child to sell his 

pottery in a neighbouring province during a time of war, formally known as the Sengoku period 
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(1467 – 1600).  While away selling his wares Genjūrō is seduced by Lady Wakasa, whom he 

later discovers to be an onryō. Lady Wakasa attempts to stop Genjūrō from leaving her after he 

learns she is a ghost, trapping him in her home. Genjūrō manages to escape and return to his 

village, reuniting with his wife and child. However, after initially spending the night with his 

wife, he awakens to discover his wife is actually dead, having been killed by enemy soldiers 

while he was having an affair with Lady Wakasa. His son has been cared for by neighbours in 

his absence and the woman he spent the night with was his wife’s ghost. While Ugetsu focuses 

on themes of familial responsibility and the ruinous effects of war, the film’s representation of 

female ghosts, especially Lady Wakasa’s onryō, is ambivalent. Lady Wakasa’s onryō is not a 

hero as she tries to keep family members apart from one another, yet neither is she wholly a 

villain because her primary goal in seducing Genjūrō is to experience a love she was never able 

to have prior to being killed. While the film’s representation of Lady Wakasa as an onryō is 

ambivalent, the film does bemoan in its narrative “the dreadful consequences of failure to abide 

by…the system of obligations that binds men to women in Japanese society” (43). As the 

prototypical Kaidan horror film of post-World War Two Japan, Ugetsu instated core hallmarks 

of the sub-genre which primarily included themes of adultery, familial responsibility and 

betrayal as well as the character of the female ghost who seeks to return to the world of the living 

to avenge a past wrongdoing. 

 

While Kaijū monster films expressed concerns in post-World War Two Japanese society 

about American nuclear testing in the Pacific and the residual atomic devastation of Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki, Kaidan films focused on loss of the pre-modern ie system, a source of deep 

contention among the Japanese. Even though legislation banning the ie system focused in part on 
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gender equality, “many Japanese of both genders continued to support the traditional, patriarchal 

values of the ie system…even though Japanese feminists had engaged in a long battle for 

women’s rights well before the war and through the subsequent occupation” (Balmain 45-46). 

Therefore, although the 1947 Japanese Constitution, heavily influenced in its creation by the 

American occupiers, was enshrined into Japanese law, it was treated with ambivalence and 

anxiety in Japanese society. Female empowerment and gender equality, ideals upheld by the 

constitution, were perceived as a punishment of sorts imposed by the Western occupiers (45). 

Kaidan horror films of the 1950s utilised the figure of the female ghost in particular to express 

the conflicted ambivalence of Japanese society in the face of the American occupier’s imposition 

of the 1947 constitution. The female ghost continues to be a salient figure within Kaidan horror 

films, who emerges during times of national instability when Japanese society faces the upheaval 

of its socio-political landscape.  

 

The Female Onryō in Kaidan Horror Films and in Historical Context 

 

The figure of the female ghost, the yūrei, is central to the Kaidan horror film. There exist 

different varieties of yūrei within Japanese culture dating back to the Heian period of Japanese 

history. One particular figuration of the female yūrei which is popular within Kaidan horror 

cinema is the onryō. Literally translated into English as ‘vengeful ghost,’ the onryō is a yūrei 

who is driven by vengeance and is commonly figured as female within Kaidan horror cinema as 

well as Japanese written and visual arts (Wee, Japanese Horror Films and their American 

Remakes 30). Within Japanese cultural traditions, a woman becomes a onryō after she dies in a 

brutally violent manner, often murdered by the hands of male lover or admirer (30). After she 
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has died, due to the unjust manner of her death, the female onryō returns as a vengeful spirit to 

haunt those she deems responsible for her demise (30). In order to understand the historic, 

Japanese cultural and social context which shaped the figuration of the female onryō within 

Kaidan horror cinema, it is important to first situate the female onryō within the subgenre’s post-

World War Two establishment.  

 

The figure of the female onryō resurfaces as a prominent figure within 1950s Japanese 

horror cinema, bringing the incursion of the past into the present of post-World War Two Japan. 

Notable films from this period include Ugetsu as well as Kaidan Kasane-ga-fuchi and Tōkaidō 

Yotsuya Kaidan. Nobuo Nakagawa’s Kaidan Kasane-ga-fuchi (1957) tells the story of the 

servant Shinkichi who is torn between the love of two women, Hisa and Rui. Hisa, the daughter 

of the family Shinkichi is a servant for, desires to marry Shinkichi but her family want her to 

marry into a wealthy family instead. Subsequently, Shinkichi begins an affair with Hisa’s 

teacher, Rui, which quickly falls apart after Rui’s face is permanently scarred and she believes 

Shinkichi will leave her for Hisa. As a result, Rui attacks Hisa. However, during the ensuing 

altercation between the two women, Rui accidently falls to her own death down a set of stairs. 

Shortly after, Hisa and Shinkichi travel together through the countryside and are trapped by 

Rui’s ghost in a desolate swamp. Rui has become an onryō, seeking vengeance against 

Shinkichi, as she believes he has fallen in love with Hisa and betrayed her. She tricks Shinkichi 

into killing Hisa, although Shinkichi himself is later killed. This tale of vengeance and love gone 

wrong is a key feature of Kaidan horror films from the 1950s to the 1960s following the end of 

Japan’s occupation. Nobuo Nakagawa’s Tōkaidō Yotsuya Kaidan (1959) is another notable 

example of Kaidan horror films from post-occupied Japan. The film recounts the well-known 
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folktale of Iemon and Oiwa. Iemon, a Samurai in the film’s rendition of the story, murders 

Oiwa’s father in order to marry her, as he had previously denied Iemon the right to marry his 

daughter. After a few years Iemon grows tired of Oiwa and plots to marry a woman named Ume, 

who is from a wealthy family. Iemon arranges for his wife to be killed but Oiwa survives. 

However, Oiwa accidently kills herself in the aftermath of her attempted murder. As Oiwa dies, 

she curses Iemon’s name and transforms into a onryō. Iemon marries Ume quickly after Oiwa’s 

death but is tricked by Oiwa’s onryō to murder Ume and her family on their wedding night. 

Iemon, driven insane by Oiwa’s onryō, eventually is murdered by Oiwa’s sister Sode. Oiwa’s 

onryō appears to Sode and asks her to seek revenge on her behalf against Iemon. The female 

onryō in Ugetsu, Kaidan Kasane-ga-fuchi and Tōkaidō Yotsuya Kaidan become onryō as the 

result of treacherous male lovers and husbands who either cheat on them, murder them or 

abandon them. The deadly fates of female onryō reflect the unstable socio-political moment in 

which they appear, representing concerns about the disintegration of the ie system, especially in 

relation to the patriarchal structuring of the family. These women bear the consequences of a 

society which aims to regulate their lives in an effort to retain socio-political dominance and 

control. The female onryō in Kaidan horror films suffer precisely because the men within their 

lives adhere to the patriarchal, superior positioning of men within both the private and public 

spheres of Japanese society.  

 

Female onryō in 1950s Kaidan horror films draw attention to Japanese society’s anxieties 

concerning Japan’s socio-political instability after World War Two. Because the occupation of 

Japan was experienced as a form of emasculation due to enforced demilitarization, Japanese 

women bore the brunt of the resulting displaced feelings of disempowerment. Controlling 
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Japanese women, especially women who fell outside the bounds of a nuclear family unit, became 

a symbolic means of fortifying the influence and power of Japanese patriarchy within a society 

which had lost its militaristic power. As a result, Japanese women, especially single mothers, 

faced discrimination from their own government in the form of restrictive legislation which 

aimed to control their bodies and roles within the public and private spheres of Japanese society. 

I would argue that the reappearance of the female onryō in 1950s Japan expresses Japanese 

society’s concern that the transformation of Japan into a modern state under American 

occupation happened by force, resulting in Japan’s emasculation. The female onryō is able to 

express such a social anxiety regarding Japan’s modernisation due to her liminal status and role 

as both victim and victimizer within Kaidan narratives. She comes to express a desire on the part 

of Japanese society for the destruction of the processes of modernisation which lead to the 

nation’s feminization. As a liminal figure, the female onryō in Kaidan horror films calls upon her 

historical connections to question the viability of the present, especially the socio-political 

institutions which control women’s lived experiences.  

 

The Kaidan horror sub-genre draws its inspiration from Japanese literary traditions and 

folktales from the Edo period, visual art including the ukiyo-e woodblock prints and paintings 

from the seventieth to nineteenth centuries, as well as Japanese theatre traditions, especially Noh 

and Kabuki theatre. In particular Kaidan horror films drew upon the visual aesthetics of Noh 

theatre’s ghost plays (shura-mono) and depictions of ghosts from Kabuki theatre (Jay McRoy 

“Recent Trends in Japanese Horror Cinema” 406). Onryō were popular figures during the Edo 

period. Female onryō are the focus of some of the most popular and adapted Japanese folktales, 

including Banchō Sarayashiki (The Dish Mansion at Banchō), a folktale which had its first 
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popularised rendition as a bunraku puppet play in 1741 by Asada Itchō and Tamenaga Tarobei, 

and was subsequently adapted into multiple Kabuki plays, the most popular being Kawatake 

Mokuami's 1883 Kabuki play Shin sarayashiki tsuki no amagasa (Livia Monnet 202-203). 

Banchō Sarayashiki and Shin sarayashiki tsuki no amagasa draw inspiration from the folk story 

of the onryō Okiku, a servant to a successful Samurai who wanted her to become his lover. 

When Okiku refuses, the Samurai tricks her into believing she has lost one out of the ten plates 

his family holds dear as precious heirlooms. Okiku begs the Samurai for forgiveness, who in 

return says he will forget the incident if she agrees to be his lover, which Okiku again refuses. In 

a fit of anger over Okiku’s final refusal, the Samurai throws her down a well, killing her. 

However, Okiku rises from the well as an onryō, distraught, still believing she lost one of plates, 

screaming in agony every night, tormenting the Samurai. This story of a women wrongfully 

treated and murdered is echoed in a Tsuruya Nanboku’s 1825 Kabuki play Yotsuya Kaidan 

(Ghost Story of Yotsuya), arguably the most popular and adapted Kaidan narrative of all time, 

which serves as the basis for Nakagawa’s 1959 film Tōkaidō Yotsuya kaidan, about the Rōnin 

Tamiya Iemon and his wife Oiwa. Such pre-modern narratives of onryō with their roots in 

folktales and legends, which became a frequent foci of ukiyo-e art and further Kabuki Plays, also 

find inspiration from Japanese religious and spiritualist traditions and myths.  

 

Female onryō prevalent within Kaidan narratives from the Edo period reflect the attitudes 

and ideals which were central to pre-modern Japan, which trace their origins to Buddhism and 

Shintoism. As Sara Sumpter asserts in her work on the historic roots of the Kaidan film genre, 

films within the genre “are informed by a variety of different sources, including Buddhist 

moralistic and miracle tales and Shinto concepts of purification and defilement” (7). Buddhist 
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religious traditions in particular informed a number of important Edo Kaidan folktales, referred 

to as Kaidan-shū (Reider 79). One important Kaidan-shū is the Nihon Ryōiki (Miraculous Stories 

from the Japanese Buddhist Tradition), which is Japan’s oldest collection of tales concerning 

supernatural, ghostly happenings which draw upon Buddhist themes and values. The figure of 

the avenging onryō found in such a collection of Kaidan-shū “could be said to be an 

implementation of the Buddhist belief that those who commit crimes will suffer for their 

misdeeds” (Sumpter 7-8). The popularity of Kaidan-shū is found not only in traditional literature 

and folklore but also in popular games from the Edo period, specifically a game called 

Hyakumonogatari Kaidankai (A Gathering of One hundred Supernatural Tales), which Sumpter 

argues came into being as a result of “the Buddhist ritual of Hyahuza hōdan (One hundred 

Buddhist stories)” (8). While the original Buddhist ritual involves the recitation of a hundred 

Buddhist stories over the course of a hundred days, Hyakumonogatari Kaidankai is a secular 

game where a hundred candles are lit and a hundred ghost stories are told, with a candle being 

blown out with each one told until all are extinguished and the perfect setting for a ghost to 

appear has been created (8). Sumpter argues that Hyakumonogatari Kaidankai was not only 

inspired by Hyahuza hōdan but also by ukiyo-e art, especially Hyakki Yagyō (Night Parade of 

One Hundred Demons) woodblock prints produced during the Edo period (8). The crossover and 

proliferation of ghost stories within Japanese art, literature, religious and spiritualist traditions, 

especially during the Edo period, resulted in a specific codification when it came to visual 

representations of female onryō within Japanese culture.  

 

Up until the Edo period, female ghosts were almost identical-looking to their living 

female counterparts in Japanese visual art. Sumpter argues that “a crucial aspect of the 
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developing icon” of the female onryō “had been visible in the art of the preceding centuries, 

particularly in art from the late Heian period” (10). During the Heian period (794 to 1185) 

Japanese women featured on visual art scrolls known as emaki could not be differentiated from 

female ghosts in either their clothing or style of hair. However, while the clothes of the high-

ranking court women did not influence the visual aesthetic of the female onryō, their hairstyle 

did. As seen in Murasaki Shikibu’s The Tale of Genji emaki, illustrations of court women 

focused on their long black hair falling unbound down their backs (10). As Sumpter asserts, 

“[s]uch hair was a symbol of beauty and feminine sexuality” during the Heian period, but this 

style of hair for upper class and court women fell out of favour during the Edo period, and a new 

style for hair came to represent desirability and beauty, the “elaborate updo” hairstyles (10). The 

favouring of updo hairstyles for Japanese women during the Edo period “in part explains the 

divergence in appearance between” female onryō and “living women since the Heian period” in 

Japanese visual arts, with female onryō bearing long, dishevelled black hair compared to living 

women who are represented with their hair up: “In the Edo period, long unkempt hair was 

reserved for depictions of ghosts – women whose sexual promise could never again be fulfilled – 

and also for women whose lives had been touched by the uncanny, and whose existence had 

been thrown into spiritual turmoil as a result” (10-11). This visual codification of the female 

onryō is prevalent in contemporary Japanese Kaidan horror films, especially in Hideo Nakata’s 

Ringu (1998), whose female adolescent onryō Sadako has become an iconic figure in both 

Japanese and Western horror cinema for her dishevelled, long black hair which extends down to 

her feet and covers her face. Sadako popularized this visual codification of the female onryō 

within Japanese horror cinema, with ensuing Kaidan horror films such as Nakata’s 2002 horror 

film Honogurai Mizu no soko kara (Dark Water) as well as Takashi Shimizu 2003 film Ju-on: 
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The Grudge featuring female onryō who are notably recognizable as ghosts due to their unkempt 

long black hair: “this use of long hair, while immediately and symbolically distinguishing 

[female onryō]…as character[s] with whom something is wrong, also further separates [them] 

from humanity; it emphasizes [their] ‘Otherness’ in a starkly visual way” (11). This aesthetic 

segregation in Japanese visual art of female onryō from living women extends beyond hair styles 

to the codification of onryō’s clothing and embodiment.  

 

The female onryō in Kaidan horror films often wears a white kimono or long dress, 

which is influenced by the white clothing which people were buried in during the Edo period. 

This traditional funeral rite of burying the dead in white clothing is also reflected in the visual 

representation of onryō in ukiyo-e, which picture female ghosts in white kimonos in contrast to 

living women, who are presented in colourful kimono from the Edo period (Sumpter 12). 

Because of the traditional association of white clothing with funeral rites during the Japanese 

Edo period, white has come to be a colour within Japanese culture which symbolizes not only 

death but also “misfortune and suffering” (12). Another aesthetic aspect of the female onryō 

which has become a prominent feature among the canon of Kaidan horror films is the lack of 

discernible feet, in that the onryō appears to be hovering or moving with a stilted gait as if she 

does not have the full use of her feet. The image of the onryō as footless can be first seen in 

ukiyo-e artist Maruyama Okyō’s painting The Ghost of Oyuki (1750), which shows a pale female 

onryō with long black hair, unbound down to her waist, wearing a white burial kimono and 

whose lower half disappears into nothingness. This painting has been credited as the first of the 

Yūrei-zu genre of Japanese art, a genre of Japanese artwork focused on ghosts and other 

supernatural beings which rose to prominence during the Edo period. Another example is 
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Shunkōsai Hokushū’s 1826 painting The Ghost of Oiwa, which features a female onryō whose 

lower half also fades into nothingness. The lack of feet exhibited by the female onryō can be 

linked to her appearance in Kabuki theatre. One of the primary ways in which Kabuki theatre 

aimed to distinguish between the living and the dead in performances was to emphasize the 

supernatural aspects of female onryō by hoisting actors playing the onryō up by ropes in the air 

to give the effect of the actor seemingly floating above the ground. As Sumpter asserts, 

“additionally, actors portraying ghosts wore extremely long kimono to disguise their legs in 

order to distinguish them from actors portraying living humans” (14). The emphasis on the dress 

and the distorted bodily nuances of female onryō within traditional Japanese art forms not only 

sets her apart from living humans, it also distinguishes her as a figure whose existence defies 

expectations and societal norms as well as gendered hierarchies which shape the lives of 

Japanese women.  

 

In Kaidan horror films, the aesthetic and thematic codifications of the female onryō are 

utilised to highlight her liminal nature as a figure who calls into question socio-political 

institutions and the gendered norms they perpetuate during periods of instability. From her first 

significant appearance in Japanese horror cinema during post-World War Two occupied Japan, 

in which the female onryō explored anxieties concerning the feminization of Japan under allied 

control and the effect it had on the lives of Japanese women, she emerged once again as a widely 

popular figure in Kaidan horror films of the 1990s. The rise of the female onryō during the 1990s 

as an icon within Japanese horror cinema, and Japanese culture at large, occurred during a time 

of economic recession and a period of significant decline in the number of women giving birth. 

This period of Japanese history (1991 – 2000) is known as Ushinawareta Jūnen (the ‘Lost 
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Decade’ in English) and refers to the stagnation of the Japanese economy after the bursting of the 

asset price bubble in 1991, as the stock market and real-estate faced large inflation: “Japan’s 

‘Lost Decade’…[was] a period of economic slowdown, corporate restructurings, and rising 

unemployment rates, coupled with a growing sense of collective socio‐cultural insecurity and 

anxiety” (Romit Dasgupta 80). The struggling Japanese economy heightened a sense of anxiety 

not only for the future of Japan’s financial stability but also concerning the stability of the 

Japanese family, as birth rates in Japan also dropped significantly (86-87). The 1990 Japanese 

economic recession presented an opportunity for anxieties surrounding the emasculation of 

Japan, which had been present during the 1950s, to re-emerge. The American occupiers had 

replaced Japan’s military might in the wake of World War Two with the promise of economic 

success. The introduction of American notions of modernity with a focus on individualism and 

capitalism was posited as the way for Japan to ‘safely’ re-masculinise itself through a successful 

economy. The downturn in the Japanese economy in the 1990s presented a destabilisation of the 

very grounds on which modern Japan had been built. I argue this downturn opened up a window 

for the female onryō to return to the cultural imagination as a means to examine anxieties 

surrounding both a declining economy and declining birth rates. The instability of important 

Japanese socio-political intuitions, which were meant to prevent the collapse of Japan’s economy 

as well as ensure the stability of the family unit, produced a swell of anxiety concerning the 

longevity of Japan’s future.  

 

Japan’s declining birth rate and unstable economy resulted not only in the fear that Japan 

would lose its future financial stability but the fear that Japan would lose its future altogether.  

The continual drop in numbers of women giving birth during the 1990s resulted in a resurgence 
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of patriarchal ideologies concerning the detrimental decline of the ie system and of women’s role 

within Japanese society. Kaidan horror films of the 1990s express the effect which patriarchal 

ideals of womanhood had on women, especially regarding the role of women within the private 

sphere of Japanese society. As I have argued, single mothers in particular endured the brunt of 

Japanese social anxieties regarding the decline of the nuclear family unit. 1990s Kaidan horror 

films often centre on the figure of the single mother and her child, who is more often than not 

female. However, rather than situating the mother as the female onryō, as in 1950s Kaidan horror 

films, it is the child of the single mother who is figured as the onryō. The shift to adolescent 

figurations of the female onryō during the 1990s in Kaidan horror films can be understood in 

terms of the anxieties about the declining Japanese birth rate which rose to public attention 

during the 1990s. The adolescent onryō, particularly the female adolescent onryō, is figured as a 

site of anxiety because she is the site of a failed future. The adolescent female onryō does not 

grow old nor can she reproduce; she is stuck in stasis at the moment she died and became an 

onryō. As a figuration of a failed national future, the adolescent female onryō manifests a key 

anxiety of contemporary Japanese society from the 1990s onwards: the fear of there being no 

future. The adolescent female onryō presents a dichotomy as she is that which is outside 

patriarchal boundaries of normative expressions of womanhood. She should be sacrificed to save 

such patriarchal boundaries, but with declining birth rates and fears concerning Japan’s future 

existence as a nation, no child can be sacrificed when the fear of no children being born in the 

future is a concern. While the adolescent female onryō is outside the system, she is important to 

the system, especially to delineating the boundaries between what is an acceptable expression of 

womanhood and what is not.    
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Ringu is the iconic Kaidan horror film from this period of Japanese horror cinema. The 

film was critically and commercially successful, not only in Japan, but worldwide. Furthermore, 

Ringu’s adolescent female onryō, Sadako, became the iconic representation of female onryō 

within Japanese horror cinema, setting the visual and thematic standard for subsequent Kaidan 

horror films. Sadako’s aesthetic mirrors that of her historic predecessors, with long black hair, a 

long white kimono and distorted bodily figurations, as her appearance is heavily influenced by 

Kabuki theatre. Sadako’s resonance with the past is not only aesthetic but also thematic. The 

manner of Sadako’s death mirrors that of Okiku from the Kabuki play Banchō Sarayashiki, as 

like Okiku, Sadako was also thrown down a well to her death. Sadako’s aesthetic and thematic 

resonances call upon the traditional codification of female onryō within Japanese culture. 

However, these codifications are set within the body of a female adolescent, which subverts the 

association of the onryō with adult women. Positioning the figure of the onryō as an adolescent 

female resonates with the concerns of the late-1990s and early-2010s, especially when it comes 

to the figure of the child as a symbol of Japan’s futurity. Ringu is the touchstone for all 

subsequent Kaidan horror films, beginning the cycle of reconfiguring codifications of the female 

onryō within the bodies of adolescent girls in order to explore gendered anxieties of the late-

1990s and mid-2010s.  

 

   Kaidan horror films from the late-1990s into the early-2010s utilise aesthetic and 

thematic codifications of the female onryō from Japanese visual and literary traditions. The 

adolescent female onryō serves as a figure who intercedes into the ‘present’ as a marginalised 

character from a repressed past. Returning from this past they call into question the socio-

political institutions which uphold the marginalisation of women who fall outside patriarchal 
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notions of acceptable Japanese womanhood. In times of national crises when the futurity of 

Japan’s national identity is perceived to be at risk, as seen in 1950s occupied Japan and Japan’s 

‘Lost Decade,’ women who fall outside the boundaries of acceptable forms of womanhood and 

the traditional ie system as well as the nuclear family unit, primarily because they do not have a 

husband, become politicised figures who face institutional discrimination. The adolescent female 

onryō of Kaidan horror films from the 1990s onwards are the daughters of those discriminated 

against, marginalised women. Unlike her historic counterparts, however, the adolescent onryō’s 

wrath is not directed at a singular person but at society as a whole, challenging the patriarchal 

hierarchies which relegate women to the private sphere in times of national crisis. 
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Chapter Two: A Ghost is Reborn - Single Mothers, Children and Parental Neglect in Japan 

 

Kaidan horror films which prominently feature adolescent female onryō explore Japanese 

society’s anxieties concerning the role of women within the Japanese nuclear family. Through 

the characterization of the adolescent female onryō and her relationship with mother figures, 

Hideo Nakata’s Kaidan horror films Ringu (1998) and Dark Water (2002) explore the 

prejudicial, socio-political institutions within Japan which governed and shaped the everyday 

lives of single mothers. Calling upon Freud’s notion of the uncanny and of doubling, I argue that 

the adolescent female onryō, as the single mother’s uncanny double, undermines Japanese 

patriarchy. The adolescent female onryō specifically destabilizes patriarchal ideals of 

motherhood and of childhood within Japanese society through her uncanny relationship with 

single mothers. Furthermore, in order to provide in-depth analysis of the relationship between the 

adolescent female onryō and single mothers in Ringu and Dark Water, I provide a detailed 

examination of the socio-historical context which shapes their relationship. I argue that the 

adolescent female onryōs’ uncanny relationship with single mothers in my chosen Kaidan horror 

films not only reflects socio-historical anxieties surrounding childhood and motherhood within 

Japanese society, it also undermines patriarchal ideals of Japanese motherhood.  

 

Anxieties concerning women and their role within the family are intricately and deeply 

tied to the figure of the child and ideals of childhood in Japan, since ideals of motherhood are 

linked to notions of totalizing nurturance for one’s own child, namely that taking care of and 

nurturing one’s child should be the central concern of a mother’s daily life. The child and the 

mother are important socio-political institutions within Japan, intertwined and conceived as 
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vitally important to the nation’s future. With an ever-decreasing birth rate, the child and the 

mother have become the focus of intense national political and social scrutiny in Japan (Ed 

Adamczyk par. 1-3) Japanese horror films with adolescent female onryō frequently take children 

of single, divorced mothers as their focus, and investigate the mother-daughter relationship as a 

site of idealistic conceptions of childhood, patriarchal perceptions of motherhood as well as 

anxieties concerning changing gender roles in Japan. The adolescent female onryō is a figure 

which haunts the present, even though her presence is explicitly tied to her past; she calls into 

question not only the future of the Japanese family but also that of children as a microcosm for 

the future of Japanese society. Caught between the past and present, the adolescent onryō exists 

within a double temporality. The temporal anxieties concerning the existence of adolescent 

female onryō articulate unease about the changing landscape of the Japanese family and 

women’s role within it. 

 

Narratives about women in Japanese media, especially in film, represent single mothers 

as “Other” (Napier 57). In these narratives, suffering and wronged single mothers “are 

constructed” not only “as threatening to patriarchy” but also threatening to the family (Balmain 

136). Stephen Teo argues that the anxieties which emanate from Japanese onryō horror films 

“are historically and sociologically grounded…as once traditional [Japanese] communities used 

to agricultural and rural lifestyles are required to adjust to modernity, urbanization and 

industrialization” (100). Gail Lee Bernstein in her seminal work on Japanese femininity, 

Recreating Japanese Women, 1600 – 1945, examines historic stereotypes about Japanese 

women, especially concerning motherhood and the role of women in the family. Following the 

publication of Bernstein’s work, numerous academics, including Anne Imamura, Nancy 
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Rosenberger, Anne Allison, Susan Long and Justin Charlebois have sought to examine 

contemporary figurations of Japanese femininity since 1945, which marks the end of Bernstein’s 

historic examination. In attempts to rebuild and industrialize the country in the immediate 

aftermath of World War Two Japan required the mobilization of a substantial national 

workforce: “Accordingly, men transitioned out of self-employment in agriculture and family 

business into white-collar, salaried employment while women managed domestic affairs. During 

this time, some men could access a stable lifestyle through corporate employment and women 

through marriage and full-time domesticity” (Charlebois 1). This push towards mobilizing 

Japanese citizens in the rebuilding of Japan after World War Two resulted in the division of 

labour based on gender which persists in the contemporary world (1).  

 

Totalizing Motherhood: Post-World War Motherhood in Japan 

 

During the late 1940s to the early 1960s in Japan, with the nation’s increased focus on 

gendered divisions of industrialized labour, two distinct stereotypes of Japanese masculinity and 

femininity emerged: the sarariiman (the salaryman) and the sengyô shufu (full-time housewife) 

(Imamura 1; Charlebois 1). These two dominant gendered stereotypes of Japanese masculinity 

and femininity gave rise to notions of what constitutes a normative, nuclear Japanese family; 

termed the “salaryman family…this archetypical nuclear family, headed by a salaried male 

breadwinner, include[s] two children…[who] live in relatively small quarters requiring little 

maintenance…the wife manage[s]…[the] household and [is] considered a full-time housewife” 

(Imamura 2). The salaryman devotes the majority of his life to his work, while the full-time 

housewife manages the household in support of her husband’s devotion to his job. Notions of 
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normative femininity that underpin the archetypal ideal of the “nuclear family living in a modern 

dwelling with a full-mother focused on her children,” are fueled by Japan’s perception of its 

citizenry as “human capital” as a means for “economic growth” (3). The sengyô shufu (full-time 

housewife) is considered a full-time profession in Japan, as demanding and important to the 

continued stability of the nuclear family as a salaried job. These enduring gendered divisions 

between men and women within the family have their ties to the Japanese ie system which 

“insists on traditional hierarchies in which the male/masculine remain superior to the 

female/feminine” (Valerie Wee 101). It is this system which informs ideals of motherhood in 

Japan 

 

In my chosen Kaidan horror films, Ringu and Dark Water, the adolescent female onryōs’ 

relationship with mother figures engages patriarchal notions of Japanese motherhood, 

destabilizing ideals which posit motherhood as the essential expression of womanhood in Japan. 

Motherhood in Japan is the “sine qua non” of femininity, so synonymous are the two that 

motherhood “eclipses all other identities” for women in Japan (Charlebois 6). The work of the 

sengyô shufu is focused on the private realm of the household and intimately connected to the 

notion of nurturance and the proper care of children:  

 

Whereas their husbands devoted themselves to the workplace, women were 

expected to manage all aspects of the domestic realm…this included managing 

the household budget, performing housework and childcare, supporting their 

children’s education, and performing eldercare…devoted mothers rise early to 

prepare their family’s breakfast and for the time-consuming endeavor of 
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assembling their children’s o-bentô (lunch box), which are nutritionally balanced 

and aesthetically appealing and a sign of women’s maternal devotion. (Charlebois 

5)  

 

While, as Charlebois notes, these stereotypes of motherhood in Japan may not be the reality of 

all contemporary mothers, the ideal persists within the Japanese cultural imaginary as an ideal of 

Japanese femininity and of motherhood specifically (5). Caregiving is the cornerstone ideal of 

motherhood in Japan, especially when it comes to caring for children’s education. Imamura 

argues that in Japan “the mother is expected to provide her children with the skills to succeed in 

today’s production orientated economy. A primary goal is to develop independence in one’s 

child…the development of behavior patterns that will enable the child to adapt to and succeed at 

the tasks of school and work” (8). Schooling is perceived as a highly important, time-consuming 

and rigorous task for both children and mothers, as mothers are expected to participate in the task 

of supporting the education of their children, which involves rigid expectations for their 

children’s behavior at home and supervision of their homework. Imamura goes as far as to argue 

that a child’s schooling can be “one of the most powerful shapers of a woman’s behavior” as a 

mother (8). As Anne Allison asserts, 

 

School…is a totalizing (pre)occupation in Japan: an endeavor that is not delimited 

to the school building or school day but, rather, infiltrates and shapes every aspect 

of the child’s life. And mother….is the expected implementer of this extension of 

school practices into the child’s home and playtime…the school manage[s], 

shape[s] and monitor[s] a woman’s behavior in her role as mother… national 
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mobilization of the school system, and urban demographics…have encouraged 

close mother-child relations in which women supervise the education of their 

children, often single-handedly in the absence of hardworking husbands. (136) 

 

The relationship between schooling and motherhood in Japan is integral to ideas concerning the 

relationship between mother and child in Japan as the notions of the sengyô shufu perpetuates 

similar ideals concerning motherhood as a “innate and immutable female inclination” (Wee 101). 

The dominant socio-cultural ideals of motherhood as informed by ideals of the sengyô shufu and 

expectations concerning a mother’s relationship to her child’s schooling in Japan, extend into 

political realities for Japanese mothers.  

 

At a governmental level, conformity to such an ideal of motherhood and expectations of 

nurturance accompanying this ideal are equated with not only normative expressions of 

femininity in Japan but with domestic happiness for women. Deviation from this ideal is deemed 

as non-normative for a mother and the blame for any ills which befall her family (8). Following 

dramatic changes in Japanese society during and after the “economic boom” in Japan from the 

1980s and to the present, “Japan’s society became more complex and the self-evident nature of 

the norms that defined everyday Japanese life were beginning to lose their solid foundations” 

(Mamoru 26). In the wake of industrial urbanisation in Japan, single mothers, in particular, found 

themselves in the position of having to fulfill the role of both sole wage earner and parent, torn 

between having to fulfill their parental role and responsibilities within the private sphere as well 

as having to maintain a job within the public sphere to support their children and themselves.  
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Single mothers in Japan face a large amount of discrimination and “struggle against 

patriarchal authority in the form of destructive prejudices and restrictive legislation” (McRoy 

80). Susie Armitage in her work on single mothers in Japan states that “single mothers, in 

particular, face an uphill battle in Japan, where most fathers do not pay formal child support, and 

full-time, full-benefits employment for women lags behind men’s…Japanese work culture is still 

built around traditional expectations of a breadwinner father and a stay-at-home wife” (par. 4, 8). 

Sonya Salamon goes as far as to argue that single mothers in Japan constitute an “invisible form 

of poverty” that reflects an institutionalized stigma rooted in traditionalist, patriarchal Japanese 

family values (133). The strain upon single mothers in Japan to both provide both financial 

support as well as sole parental support for children is amplified by an institutionalized 

patriarchal stigma. As Martinez argues, this stigma is aggravated by the resilient patrilineal 

nature of Japanese culture. In this respect, single, divorced mothers are considered to be the root 

of the decay of traditional, nuclear familial structures in Japan; hence, the single mother is an 

abhorrent figure that must be vilified and discriminated against, socially and institutionally, to 

protect normative family dynamics. However, it is also vital to the stability of the family that the 

single mother is cast as ‘other’ than the ‘normal’ nuclear family, in order to perpetuate idealistic, 

patriarchal conceptions of what a normative family is. In Japanese horror films, especially those 

which focus on the character of the adolescent female onryō, single mothers and their children 

take center stage.  

 

Adolescent Female Onryō, Single Mothers and Kaidan Horror Films 
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The adolescent female onryō and single mothers of Japanese horror films “function as 

aesthetic and cultural barometers” for gendered anxieties concerning mothering and the 

relationship between mothers and their children, especially their daughters, in contemporary 

Japan (McRoy 76). It is the adolescent female onryō’s relationship with her mother (biological or 

surrogate) in Japanese horror films that is particularly important to examine in order to 

understand not only anxieties in Japanese society about gender, but also how institutionalized, 

patriarchal hierarchies impact not only on single, divorced mothers themselves, but by extension 

on their children. Lindsay Nelson argues that the concept and figure of the child in Japan, “who 

must be shielded from…destructive and violent forces,” has been heavily tied to expectations for 

Japan’s future:  

 

For Japan, the figure of the child is not only an icon of the future and the one for 

whom social order must be maintained, but an icon of the past, of a fixed and 

unchanging sense of traditional values and identity. When the child is under 

threat…it is not only a stable future that is threatened but a utopian version of the 

past. Such periods of national anxiety, which often stem from a perceived 

breakdown of traditional values and roles, have existed throughout Japan’s 

history. (1-2) 

 

Anxieties surrounding children and their safety became a source of intense national interest in 

Japan in the 1990s and 2000s, in the wake of a series of planned attacks and national disasters, 

including the Hanshin Earthquake of 1995, the Tokyo subway sarin gas attack of 1995 and the 

2001 Osaka primary school massacre, in which eight children were stabbed to death. These 
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incidents heightened national fears about the safety of children in Japan and the issues of 

“abandonment, neglect, and bullying” featured at the forefront of concerns about children 

(Nelson 2-4). The presence of the child onryō in the kaidan horror film is “not simply about the 

representation or re-emergence of the past in the present; instead their activities…actually 

threaten the apparent coherence or unquestioned naturalness of the now that we understand as the 

present” (22). The children of Japanese onryō horror films are monstrous, and the representations 

of these vengeful children onryō in these films are often set within the context of a fractured 

family dynamic involving parental neglect, abuse and divorce. Such settings grant these films the 

ability to investigate “the role of the monstrous child figure as an intersection of national 

anxieties [,] national hopes...and the changing ways in which both monsters and children have 

been depicted in Japan” (3). These adolescent onryō are often female, which engages in 

challenging national anxieties concerning Japan’s changing perceptions of gender, of women and 

their role within Japanese society. In addition to this, adolescent female onryō occupy a liminal 

status due to their ghostly existence, specifically their existence within the present as a product of 

the past.  

 

As Nelson argues, “the onryō narrative” in Japanese horror films “take[s] on new 

significance when the…perpetrators…are children rather than adults” as the amalgamation of the 

figure of the child with that of the onryō, the monster, brings together that which is “that which 

must be protected and that which it is protected from” (12). The correlation of monstrosity with 

childhood in Japanese horror films is utilized to not only explore but also represent the gradual 

collapse of idealized familial structures and ideas of motherhood. As Neal argues, “[t]he idea 

that…neglected children represent a breakdown of traditional values is, of course, hardly unique 
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to Japan. What is unique is the way in which the control and protection of…children [is] 

connect[ed] [to] the political desire to…preserve a traditional unchanging image of folk life and 

to promote modernizing reforms” (7). Japanese horror films with adolescent female onryō focus 

on attempts to resolve past injustices towards the vengeful onryō, perceived to be the way to 

banish and stop their quest for vengeance. When the child is seen to be threatened, this threat is 

both to the future and to the past, especially an idealized, fixed view of children and the family as 

stable icons of traditional Japanese values: “In pulling the mind forward to a threatened future 

world the figure of the monstrous child also pulls it backward, into a mythical realm of fixed 

identities and values” (Nelson 8). Japanese horror films with adolescent female onryō explore 

attempts to banish the onryō by addressing past injustices done to them, but more often than not 

the films show that this does not expel them or resolve their need for vengeance. It is impossible 

to undo, and right past wrongs committed against the adolescent female onryō, not only because 

one cannot return to the past but also the reality of what happened to her is repressed in favour of 

nostalgic, idealized perceptions of the Japanese nuclear family and of children. In both Ringu and 

Dark Water, while there are attempts to delay or stop, respectively, the curse/vengeance of the 

adolescent onryō. These attempts are ultimately unsuccessful in quashing the adolescent female 

onryō’s desire for vengeance, precisely because there is never an overt attempt on the part of 

those who try to stop Sadako and Mitsuko to confront or challenge the institutional, patriarchal 

prejudices within Japanese society which led the adolescent female onryōs’ deaths and eventual 

desire for vengeance. It is Japanese patriarchy which Sadako and Mitsuko seek to confront 

through their perpetual, vengeance fueled attacks against Japanese society.  
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The adolescent female onryō unsettles patriarchal ideals of femininity in Japan through 

her vengeful actions against the living, especially in regards to her relationship with mother 

figures. Female adolescent onryō have tumultuous relationships with mother figures that are 

defined by violence, neglect and abuse. These relationships with their mothers are uncanny, 

defined by a crossing of gendered boundaries and binaries. These include boundaries between 

childhood and adolescence as well as traditional parental binaries, which situate the role of the 

mother as primary protector and caregiver during childhood, and the role of the father as the 

facilitator of the child’s transition from the private to the public sphere. These boundaries, which 

are primarily conceived of as unidirectional where the developmental stages of adolescence and 

adulthood neatly progress from one to the next, are made uncanny in Japanese horror films 

featuring adolescent female onryō. This transition from adolescence to adulthood is complicated 

as patriarchal ideals of the nuclear Japanese family are just that, ideals. Unlike idealized 

patriarchal perceptions of normative familial life and structures, fathers are not always present in 

the daily lives of their children in Japan, especially for those children being raised by single, 

divorced mothers. The female child’s relationship with her parents is rendered abject and 

uncanny in the Japanese onryō horror films Ringu and Dark Water. The adolescent female onryō 

constantly wishes to return to the maternal realm, to reunite with her mother or a mother figure, 

for often contradictory reasons: as an act of vengeance against the mother for abuse suffered at 

their hands, as a means of comfort to both herself and her mother as well as a way to gain control 

over her own selfhood.  

 

My Mother, Myself: Single Mothers, Adolescent female onryō and Uncanny Doubling. 
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In his essay of the same name, Sigmund Freud developed the notion of the uncanny, an 

idea related to the anxiety engendered by the familiar becoming unfamiliar though the return of 

the repressed. Freud defined the uncanny as  

 

that class of the frightening which leads back to what is known of old and long 

familiar…[the] uncanny is in reality nothing new or alien, but something which is 

familiar and old-established in the mind and which has become alienated from it 

if only through the process of repression. (The Standard Edition of the Complete 

Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud 220, 241) 

 

Amid the examples of the uncanny discussed by Freud is that of doubling, the existence of two 

things or people similar to each other but also unfamiliar and different from one another at the 

same time (Creed 53). Anxiety regarding uncanny figures “can be defined in relation to a loss of 

clear boundaries…the uncanny feeling associated with a familiar/unfamiliar place [or person 

that] disturbs the boundary which marks out the known and the unknown…the 

uncanny…disturbs identity and order” (53-54). The double disturbs identity and order. Freud 

asserted that the uncanny occurs when repressed memories or events from a person’s life, 

particularly from their childhood, return in the present (Freud 143). For Freud doubling first 

occurs in childhood as a form of narcissism where the child creates imaginary versions of itself, 

insuring their immortality (143). However, when the double returns in adulthood, it evokes the 

uncanny, the return of everything which was repressed after childhood which threatens the 

stability of the adult’s identity (143).  
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In Japanese horror films the adolescent female onryō and her mother (biological or 

surrogate) are uncanny doubles for each other. As uncanny doubles, the adolescent female onryō 

and her mother are involved in continuous cycles of neglect. As K.K. Seet argues, “the majority 

of the female characters” in Japanese onryō horror films suffer “from primal bereavement and 

abandonment fears and anxieties involving mothers” (144). Furthermore, fathers are largely 

absent from their children’s lives in Japanese horror films, and in Ringu and Dark Water “instead 

of the tight, cohesive units typical of Asian households, the families are fractured, with either 

deceased or helpless mothers and latchkey children who are dispatched to day care centers or 

boarding schools” (Seet 144). Rather than breaking from the private sphere, the realm of the 

maternal, to join the public sphere, daughters in Japanese onryō horror films constantly return to 

and wish to linger forever in the maternal realm. This desire to return to the maternal realm and 

remain within it is central to the films Ringu and Dark Water. In these horror films, the identities 

of the adolescent female onryō are conjoined with their mother’s (biological or surrogate) own. 

Seet argues that this desire to cling to the maternal “suggest[s] Kristeva’s phase of maternal 

authority where mother and child exist as one entity within the semiotic chora where divisions 

are essentially fluid and the child is still not a fully constituted subject” (146). Mother and 

daughter relationships in horror films have primarily been characterized in terms of conflict, 

where the daughter is perceived to be wanting to separate herself from her mother, while her 

mother desperately tries to hold onto her daughter and retain influence over her. Examples within 

horror cinema include Robert Eggers’ The Witch (2015) and Brian de Palma’s Carrie (1976), 

both of which feature adolescent girls who struggle to assert their own identities against their 

puritanical mothers, who wish to confine them within the limits of the private sphere. This is not 

the case in Ringu and Dark Water, which showcase alternate representations of mother and 
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daughter relationships in horror films. The female adolescent onryō continually seeks out her 

mother, or a mother figure, and attempts to remain within the maternal realm.  

 

The adolescent female onryō is a socially coded entity, an allegorical figure, “inextricably 

linked with social transformations and the anxieties that often accompany…changes” in the 

patriarchal structuring and gendered coding of Japanese society (McRoy 87-88). The female 

onryō “marks a point of resistance to traditional Japanese constructions of 

femininity…while…signalling the persistence of historical trauma” (Balmain 137). The 

adolescent female onryō’s double temporality, existence within a present inextricably linked to 

and born out of the past, is further doubled through her relationship with mother figures, 

biological and surrogate. In Japanese horror films which focus on the figure of the adolescent 

female onryō, mothers often share similar grievances, emanating from the past, with that of 

onryō. These grievances center upon issues of parental neglect and also, at times, abuse that the 

mother of the adolescent female onryō experienced as a child herself from her own mother. As a 

result of the mother’s past being similar to that of the adolescent female onryō’s own, another 

layer of doubled temporality is added on top of the onryō’s existing temporal duality. The shared 

temporal reality between adolescent female onryō and mothers in Japanese horror cinema is 

uncanny, as both the onryō and her mother are doubles for each other, each having suffered 

traumatic childhoods plagued by neglect.  

 

Cycles of Parental Neglect and Abandonment in Dark Water 
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The 2002 Japanese horror film Dark Water, directed by Hideo Nakata, focuses on the life 

of single mother Mastsubura Yoshimi and her six-year-old daughter Ikuko, who, after a series of 

uncanny circumstances involving a mysterious young girl in a yellow rain slicker, discover the 

traumatic hidden past of their new apartment complex. Embroiled in a bitter divorce proceeding 

concerning the custody of her young daughter, Yoshimi struggles to provide a stable home 

environment for Ikuko in an attempt to convince the court that she should be primary caregiver. 

As Seet points out, “[i]n Dark Water, the father remains largely absent and is accused by his 

estranged wife of being a negligent parent who forgets his daughter’s birthday” (144). Yoshimi 

in turn is accused by her soon to be ex-husband of being a negligent mother to Ikuko because of 

her history of mental illness as a result of her past job at publishing company proofreading horror 

novels: “Yoshimi…previously suffered psychiatric problems after taking an editorial job 

proofreading extremely ‘graphic and sadistic horror novels’…she is depicted as teetering on the 

edge of sanity, since she is increasingly incapable of coping with what is happening around her” 

(144). In her attempt to prove herself worthy of being Ikuko’s primary caregiver, Yoshimi moves 

herself and her daughter to an apartment close to Ikuko’s new kindergarten. As soon as the 

mother and daughter move into the apartment, however, frightening and uncanny things begin to 

happen. Yoshimi frequently sees the fleeting image of a longhaired girl in a yellow rain slicker, 

who is of a similar age to Ikuko, around the apartment building. Yoshimi discovers that the 

upstairs apartment was once the home of a girl named Mitsuko, who attended the same 

kindergarten that Ikuko now attends. Mitsuko was abandoned by her mother and disappeared a 

year before Yoshimi and Ikuko moved into the apartment building. It turns out that Mitsuko 

drowned in the apartment building’s water tank and now haunts the apartment building as an 

onryō, taking specific interest in Yoshimi and Ikuko. Nelson argues that “Mitsuko’s existence as 
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an [onryō] …is clearly connected to parental neglect, in particular to her abandonment by her 

mother” (144). Issues of parental neglect feature in the lives of all three women in Dark Water. 

Mitsuko’s own abandonment by her mother mirrors Yoshimi’s abandonment by her mother at a 

young age. As Seet asserts, 

 

[t]he majority of the female characters in [Dark Water] …are…suffering from 

primal bereavement and abandonment fears and anxieties involving mothers who 

have forfeited their nurturing roles, by choice or design, as primary 

caregivers…In Dark Water, the realm of the mother is the realm of the 

repressed…the mother-daughter nexus is pivotal in [the film]. (144,146). 

 

Yoshimi is constantly reminded through her interactions with the onryō Mitsuko and her own 

daughter of her abandonment fears, stemming from an instance in her childhood where her 

mother forgot to pick her up from school.  

 

Dark Water opens with a shot of various young children being picked up from 

kindergarten by their parents. As the children are greeted by their parents and wished farewell by 

their teachers, the shot slowly tracks backwards to reveal a child sitting alone inside one of the 

classrooms, watching her classmates with their parents through the windows. One of the 

Kindergarten teachers sees the young girl sitting alone inside and approaches her. Bending down, 

she asks the girl if her parents are coming to pick her up: “Yoshimi…no one’s come for you?” In 

response, the girl, who we now know to be Yoshimi, says nothing and in a reverse shot we see 

the young Yoshimi continue to look forlornly out the window. What follows is a match cut to 
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present day Yoshimi as she looks solemnly out a window, like her younger self once did, while 

she waits for a custody meeting with her ex-husband’s lawyers to determine who will be primary 

guardian for their daughter. This moment of Yoshimi staring forlornly out a window as she 

recalls the moment she was forgotten by her mother as a young child is repeated again in the film 

as Yoshimi waits for a job interview. These moments from Yoshimi’s childhood are part of the 

film’s narrative structure of cyclic parental abandonment and neglect. 

 

Yoshimi desperately attempts to correct the cycle of neglect and abandonment she 

experienced as a child with the treatment of her own daughter by trying to find herself a stable 

job to support them both as single mother. Yoshimi is driven by her fear that Ikuko may feel 

neglected and abandoned by her “akin to the emotional pain she suffered as the child of divorced 

parents struggling against economic pressures in a culture clinging to communal ideologies 

privileging ‘conventional’ pre- and immediate post-war family structures” (McRoy 86). In her 

efforts to provide Ikuko with a stable home by attending various job interviews, Yoshimi 

inadvertently neglects to pick Ikuko up on time from her Kindergarten, leaving her to the 

malicious intent of Mitsuko’s ghost.  As Nina Martin asserts, “this narrative of parental neglect,” 

which is first introduced through Yoshimi’s flashbacks at the beginning of the film, “is repeated 

several times in Dark Water, always by visually situating a young Japanese girl – either a 

younger Yoshimi, her daughter Ikuko, or the missing Mitsuko – as an outsider from the group” 

(2). The repetition of images of forgotten and neglected children throughout the film utilizes the 

notion of the doppelganger: “It doubles and triples images and blurs the past into the present, in 

order to show the cycle of neglect that impinges on these [women]” (2). This tripling of parental 
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neglect, which connects Yoshimi, Ikuko and Mitsuko together, is exemplified in the scene where 

Ikuko is left waiting at her kindergarten for Yoshimi.  

 

Framed from behind, Ikuko sits alone in the doorway of her school room as her 

classmates greet their parents outside, in same way in which her mother Yoshimi was framed 

alone waiting as a young child at kindergarten in the beginning of the film. This flashback of 

Yoshimi waiting for her own mother as a child is repeated again as Yoshimi desperately tries to 

call Ikuko’s Kindergarten to let them know she is stuck in a job interview and will be late to pick 

up Ikuko. After this flashback the scene immediately cuts to Ikuko, now outside in the 

kindergarten’s courtyard, under her umbrella as it rains heavily, still waiting on Yoshimi to 

arrive and pick her up. As she waits, she sees another young girl across the courtyard, also alone. 

This young girl is Mitsuko’s ghost, watching Ikuko from under the hood of her yellow rain 

slicker. Later in the film there is a flashback to when Mitsuko was abandoned by her own mother 

at kindergarten on the day she died, two years previously. All these scenes of parental neglect 

form the film’s cyclic narrative of child abandonment and the failure of single mothers to 

properly care for their own children as result of the need to be the sole provider for their child. 

As Martin asserts, “the primary conflict of Dark Water is that inadequate mothering, brought on 

by the disruption of divorce or the heroine’s excessive or inappropriate focus on a career, leads 

to neglect, and possibly irreparable loss” (9). The film reinforces the perception that divorce 

leads to parental neglect when Yoshimi rushes to Ikuko’s kindergarten after Mitsuko attacks her. 

Ikuko’s principal tells Yoshimi that Ikuko’s odd behavior at school, which isolates her from her 

schoolmates, could be a result of Yoshimi’s divorce and subsequent unstable domestic life: 

“I…hear you are divorced. That must be affecting her. We see this a lot with children of 
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divorced parents.” After Yoshimi asks the principal about a painting which shows a young girl in 

a yellow rain slicker with a red bag, a red bag strikingly similar to the one Yoshimi has found 

multiple times around her apartment building, the Principal also comments that Ikuko’s ‘strange’ 

behavior resembles that of the neglected child in the painting: “As a matter of fact, she [Mitsuko] 

used to behave oddly, too. However, in Mitsuko’s case her mother abandoned her. Just got up 

and left one day. You never heard of her? The girl who disappeared two years ago, Mitsuko 

Kawai? She was one of our kids here.” The principal’s allegation that Ikuko and Mitsuko share 

similarities in their behavior as a result of their fractured home lives adds to the anxiety that 

Yoshimi harbors about providing a stable home and life for Ikuko. In her quest to do so, Yoshimi 

ultimately gives up on her attempt to gain employment to support her and Ikuko, and instead 

embraces a totalizing notion of motherhood.   

 

Ikuko ends up mirroring both Yoshimi’s and Mitsuko’s own neglect at the hands of their 

own mother through Yoshimi’s attempt to protect her from Mitsuko’s ghostly vengeance. 

Masami Ohinata asserts “when Japanese hear the word mother they do not call to mind the real 

flesh-and-blood mothers of their personal experience but, rather, see a personification of 

‘devotion to children, parental affection, and self-sacrifice’” (8). It is this personification of 

motherhood that Yoshimi endeavors to fulfill. However, Yoshimi finds it very difficult to get a 

job so can provide a stable home for Ikuko. She discovers that her need to gain employment as 

Ikuko’s primary caregiver is at odds with the ideal of motherhood within her society; she is faced 

with the reality that society is against her. Ikuko’s school deems her to be a neglectful mother 

because she divorced and because of her attempts to gain employment, which leave her unable to 

pick Ikuko up from school on time. At the same time, potential employers question her ability to 
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be a full-time employee because she is a mother. Martin argues that “the film ideologically 

suggests that mothering is a ‘totalizing experience’ of consuming self-sacrifice. In this way, it 

points to… ‘new momism’” (10). This ‘new momism’ as Susan Douglas and Meredith Michaels 

assert, “is about subservience to children” and is perceived as being “eternally fulfilling and 

rewarding” and “always the best and most important thing you do… [and] if you don’t love each 

and every second of it there’s something really wrong with you” (10). It is this new momism 

which Yoshimi eventually gives in to. 

 

In the climatic confrontation between Yoshimi and Mitsuko, Yoshimi accidently 

confuses her own daughter Ikuko with Mitsuko. After Mitsuko tries to drown Ikuko in the 

apartment bathtub, Yoshimi finds an unconscious Ikuko on the bathroom floor soaked in water. 

Yoshimi flees the apartment and runs to the elevator with the unconscious girl in her arms as the 

bathtub ominously spews and overflows with dark water. As Yoshimi desperately pushes the 

elevator button to take them both down, the elevator begins to overflow with the same dark water 

and Yoshimi sees Ikuko emerging from the apartment calling out for “mama.” With horror 

Yoshimi looks down and realizes the girl she has been carrying in her arms is not Ikuko but 

instead Mitsuko, who wails out “mama” and flings herself at Yoshimi, gripping her tightly. As 

Ikuko stumbles towards the elevator calling out to her mother, Yoshimi yells for Ikuko to stop, 

embraces Mitsuko and decides to sacrifice herself in order to save Ikuko from Mitsuko’s 

attempts to murder and replace her as Yoshimi’s daughter. Yoshimi’s choice to break the cycle 

of neglect in order to save Ikuko means Yoshimi must give up her own biological daughter and 

acknowledge Mitsuko’s onryō as her daughter instead, embracing the ‘new momism’ ideological 

ideal of motherhood within Japanese society which perceives mothering to be a totalizing 
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experience. As Nelson argues “this scene of Yoshimi rejecting but ultimately embracing Mitsuko 

drives home the idea that Yoshimi is facing her ultimate fear – the fear that her own child will be 

made ‘monstrous’ through neglect and abandonment” (11). Yoshimi’s acceptance of Mitsuko as 

her daughter in this scene is not only an ideologically but also a literally totalizing experience, as 

she has to give up everything she has strived for along with her own life. The death of her mother 

leaves the surviving Ikuko to be taken into the care of her absentee father as she has no other 

choice “but to assimilate into the law of the father” (Seet 154). Yoshimi’s choice to break the 

cycle of abandonment by giving up her role as Ikuko’s mother to become Mitsuko’s speaks to 

the prejudices which impact the lives of single mothers in Japan. Institutionally disadvantaged, 

single mothers are put in the position of needing to be the sole financial provider for their 

children because the Japanese legal system rarely award mothers child support (Jeremy D. 

Morley par. 1-5). This legal prejudice is then coupled with the prevalent ‘new momism’ ideal of 

Japanese motherhood. Yoshimi’s decision represents and speaks to this impossible, contradictory 

choice. In order to break the cycle of neglect, Yoshimi has to embrace a totalizing ideal of 

Japanese motherhood and give her own biological child over to the realm of the father, 

symbolizing the prejudiced and contradictory factors which shape single mothers’ lives in Japan.  

 

Eternal Deferment in Ringu  

 

Ringu is a Kaidan horror film that destabilizes ideals of childhood in contemporary 

Japanese society, with its focus on “recovered pasts” and the figure of the child (McRoy 84). 

Edelman states that the monstrous child figure “takes aim at the social structures of meaning 

that…serve to secure…the sacralisation of childhood, but also the very organisation of meaning 
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around…the ideology” of domestic life in Japanese society (121). The onryō, Sadako 

Yamamura, is a child who is not innocent. While child-like in terms of her appearance, she is not 

child-like in terms of her behaviour, as she repeatedly enacts her rage against those who watch 

her cursed video tape.   

 

Ringu follows the life of Asakawa Reiko, a reporter and divorced single mother, who 

endeavours to unearth the secret of a cursed videotape, which, once watched, kills its viewer 

seven days later. At the end of seven days, the onryō Sadako emerges from the bottom of a well, 

and proceeds to crawl through the television screen and literally frighten her victims to death. 

Reiko, with help from her ex-husband, Ryuji Takayama, studies the cursed videotape and 

discovers Sadako’s past by deciphering its complex and uncanny abject images. Sadako, it is 

discovered, was born to Shizuko Yamamura, who had psychic powers. Dr. Ikuma, who was 

suspected to be Sadako’s father, persuaded Shizuko into giving a public demonstration of her 

psychic abilities. However, the demonstration ended in disaster, with Shizuko consequently 

labeled a fraud by the press in attendance. Shizuko, following this, went into a deep depression 

and committed suicide, throwing herself into the volcano on Mount Mihara. After Shizuko’s 

death, Dr. Ikuma and Sadako disappeared, with no one knowing of their whereabouts, until 

Reiko watches Sadako’s cursed videotape. 

 

In her attempts to discover the truth behind the cursed videotape and stop Sadako’s 

murderous rage, Reiko inadvertently ends up repeating the cycle of parental neglect initiated by 

Shizuko. Reiko and Ryuji desperately try to discover how and why Sadako’s cursed videotape 

was made, all in the hope of discovering the meaning behind its images. By uncovering the 
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origin of Sadako herself and her cursed tape, Reiko and Ryuji believe they may find a way to 

stop Sadako’s quest for vengeance. This search for truth leads Reiko and Ryuji to information 

about an island off the coast of Japan known as Izu Ōshima. However, Reiko is so consumed by 

her search for answers about the link between the cursed tape and Izu Ōshima, that Yoichi falls 

victim to Sadako’s curse. While researching the videotape’s images with Ryuji, the two spend 

time together at a library and at Reiko’s office watching a copy she made of tape, having left the 

original at home. While Reiko and Ryuji investigate the tape, Yoichi is left alone at home 

multiple times without parental supervision. This is not the first time Yoichi has been left alone 

at home. Reiko routinely leaves Yoichi home alone, unsupervised after he returns from school 

because she has to stay late at work: “I might be late tonight. Put your supper in the microwave, 

got it?” Yoichi is the epitome of a latch-key child. Reiko takes Yoichi to visit her father in an 

effort to keep him safe while she and Ryuji continue their investigation. Unbeknownst to Reiko, 

however, is that in her absence, while she and Ryuji were researching Izu Ōshima, an 

unsupervised Yoichi, who was home alone, found the original copy of the cursed tape, which she 

had left behind. She awakens one night at her father’s home to find herself alone in the room she 

shares with Yoichi. Frantically searching for Yoichi, she discovers that he is in the room next 

door watching the cursed tape, but she is too late to stop him from finishing the tape. Thus, 

Yoichi becomes Sadako’s next victim. Yoichi reveals it was the spirit of Tomoko, Reiko’s niece, 

who also fell victim to Sadako’s curse, who told him to bring the tape to her father’s home and 

watch it:  

 

Reiko: ‘Yoichi! Did you bring that!? You did, didn’t you! Why!?’ 

Yoichi: ‘Tomo-chan…Tomo-chan told me to.’ 
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This is ironic, as just like Yoichi, who discovered and watched the tape after he was left alone, 

unsupervised at home, Tomoko also found the cursed tape and watched it on an unsupervised trip 

to a cabin on the Izu peninsula with her school friends   

 

Unsupervised children, who are just out of arms reach of their parents are included in 

those who fall victim to Sadako’s curse. Minutes before Tomoko dies, she receives a call from 

her parents, who have left her alone at home with a friend from school. It is in this window of 

opportunity, when parents are not at home to look after their children, that Sadako attacks. 

Furthermore, it is through this method of bestowing the curse on children that Sadako enacts, 

repeatedly, the circumstances around her own death. Sadako died as a result of her own mother’s 

neglectful, absent parenting, as well as her own father’s murderous actions against her. Sadako 

passes her curse onto to Tomoko, who then passes it on to Yoichi, creating a cyclic pattern of 

parental absence and neglect. It is in this sense that Sadako not only passes her curse on to both 

Yoichi and Tomoko, she seizes upon children who have already experienced absent parenting, 

similar to which she experienced herself. Sadako amplifies this negligence. Furthermore, by 

seizing upon children who experience parental negligence and passing on the death sentence she 

was subjected to by her own father, Sadako creates uncanny doubles of herself in the children 

she victimizes, replaying the abandonment and death she suffered from her own family. Sadako 

also makes uncanny doubles of her own relationship with her mother through the relationship 

Yoichi, in particular, has with his own mother, Reiko. When Reiko discovers with Ryuji the 

circumstances surrounding Sadako’s death, specifically the neglectful relationship she had with 

her mother, she endeavors to correct the parental abandonment Sadako suffered. 
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Discovering that her father, Dr. Ikuma, killed Sadako by pushing her down a well, Reiko 

and Ryuji set out to free her. Reiko believes that she gains a personal understanding of Sadako’s 

suffering in the scene where she discovers Sadako’s body at the bottom of the well she was 

pushed into by Dr. Ikuma. Reiko and Ryuji deduce that the well Sadako died in is located under 

the same cabin on the Izu peninsula where Tomoko and her friends found and watched Sadako’s 

cursed tape. They decide to track down the well in a final attempt to subdue Sadako’s quest for 

vengeance, her rage and impending attack against Yoichi.  

 

Ryuji: ‘Let’s find Sadako’s body.” 

Reiko: ‘Will that lift the curse? Will that save Yoichi?’ 

Ryuji: ‘It’s all we can do…” 

 

Opening and emptying the well Sadako was pushed down is an extremely arduous task, taking 

all of Reiko’s and Ryuji’s strength and endurance. Ryuji initially climbs down the well, 

discovering scratch marks and bloodied fingernails embedded in its walls, remnants of Sadako’s 

attempts to escape her watery coffin before she drowned. However, Ryuji is unable to locate 

Sadako’s remains in the dirty water. He and Reiko decide to empty to the well completely, a 

process which almost causes Reiko to pass out in exhaustion. After it is almost empty, Reiko 

climbs down into the well and finds Sadako’s remains. She holds Sadako’s body against her 

own, cradling her and gentling stroking her hair, as if she were her own child.  Holding Sadako’s 

skull close to her breast implies a kind of mother-daughter union, a gesture of reconciling 

Sadako’s grievances. The fact that Ryuji is unable to find Sadako’s corpse, but Reiko is, coupled 
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with Reiko’s exhausted physical and mental state during the process of emptying the well, is 

symbolic of a birthing process. Further, Reiko finding Sadako’s corpse at the bottom of the well 

and cradling her like a mother would her child, plays into the process uncanny doubling between 

children and parents, especially mothers, which Sadako’s curse enacts.  Ryuji and Reiko believe 

that they have lifted Sadako’s curse by finding her remains, acknowledging her presence and the 

misdeeds done to her. However, this is a false ending which plays on “the audience’s pre-

existing understanding that the ghost in a horror story is a problem that can be solved and… 

escaped from” (Lury 20). Sadako’s grievances are not put to rest by Reiko’s discovery of her 

remains, nor is her murderous curse.  

 

Believing the curse to be lifted and Sadako to finally be at peace, Ryuji and Reiko return 

to their normal lives. However, Sadako’s curse has not been broken. Ryuji is attacked by her in 

his apartment after she crawls out of his television, literally scaring him to death with her gaze. 

Sadako cannot be stopped nor can her quest for vengeance be sedated or resolved by the 

acknowledgement of past wrongs done to her: “Sadako’s ghost…is…inescapable” (20). Her 

vengeance is directed at Japanese society as a whole rather than at a single person; anyone who 

watches her tape is subject to her curse. Sadako takes issue with society as a whole for her death. 

Reiko is at first confused as to why Sadako killed Ryuji after they seemingly put her curse to 

rest. She eventually realizes that the only way to stop Sadako from killing her son is to eternally 

defer Sadako’s curse by passing it on to another person. This leads Reiko to copying Sadako’s 

cursed tape and calling her own father, letting him know that she has a tape she would like him 

to watch. While Sadako’s neglectful, and eventually lethal, treatment at the hands of her mother 

and Dr. Ikuma, is discovered by Reiko and Ryuji, the conditions which led to her parental 



89 

 

abandonment and eventual murder are never fully examined. Sadako’s parental abandonment 

and her death are therefore left to be doubled again and again by her victims. Her rage at such 

treatment is never fully satisfied, since the patriarchal institutions which lead to her and also her 

mother’s deaths still remain as powerful and influential in Japanese society as they were at the 

time of her demise. To eternally defer Sadako’s curse is to allow the patriarchal institutions 

which resulted in her death to remain unquestioned. Sadako’s anger and her quest for vengeance 

present a relentless, open-ended challenge to patriarchal Japanese society. The ambiguity 

surrounding the eternal deferment of her curse in Ringu challenges patriarchal, socio-political 

institutions in Japan through an imaginative reimagining of latchkey children.  
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Chapter 3: Dead Wet Girls - The Embodiment of the Adolescent Female Onryō through 

Water in Ringu, Dark Water and Fatal Frame 

 

We may call it a border; abjection is above all ambiguity. Because, while 

releasing a hold, it does not radically cut off the subject from what threatens it – 

on the contrary, abjection acknowledges it to be in perpetual danger. (Kristeva 9-

10)  

 

You have all somewhat reached maturity. You are not children anymore, but not 

yet full adults. You are like in the state of a chrysalis or pupa. To be able to 

graduate from being young girls, you all need to die once … figuratively 

speaking. (Fatal Frame) 

 

Water, as a source of both rebirth and decay, swamps the diegesis of Dark Water, Ringu 

and Fatal Frame. Through analysis of the relationship between adolescent female onryō and 

water in Dark Water, Ringu and Fatal Frame, I pay close attention to the symbolic importance of 

water within Japanese culture in relation to both ancient Japanese folklore and Shinto religious 

practices. I argue that the adolescent female onryō in my chosen Kaidan horror films utilize the 

paradoxical nature of water within Japanese culture, as both a source of purification and decay, 

as a means to explore Japanese society’s incongruous desires for both social modernization and 

gender traditionalism. In Dark Water, Ringu and Fatal Frame, the adolescent female onryōs’ 

association with and use of water renders patriarchal, gendered ideals of Japanese womanhood 

abject. By doing so, my chosen Kaidan horror films explore how Japanese society’s paradoxical 
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desire for both gender traditionalism and social modernization results in uncanny dead, wet 

adolescent girls who died due to those desires and, as a result, repeatedly return to the realm of 

the living to usurp control over and attack the patriarchal foundations upon which those desires 

are established.    

 

Japanese cinema scholar Grady Hendrix, in an interview on American national public 

radio, described Japanese horror films as films about “dead wet girls”, who seek vengeance for 

injustices done to them in the past (Hendrix quoted in Jay McRoy, Nightmare Japan 82). 

Hendrix’s identification of the trope of the ‘dead wet girl’ recognises the important symbolic role 

of water in Japanese horror films. His identification of this trope also recognises that the gender 

of the onryō is crucial to consider, especially when investigating the social resonances of 

adolescent onryō in Japanese horror films (Jay McRoy, Nightmare Japan 82). The use of water 

in the Japanese horror films Ringu, Dark Water and Fatal Frame (Gekijōban Zero), and its 

association with the films’ adolescent female onryō, draws upon notions of the gendered abject 

as well as historical associations of water with adolescent girls within Japanese Shinto shrine 

life. The horrific impact of the adolescent female onryō’s relationship with water draws upon 

notions of the excremental and the menstrual as well as the paradoxical relationship between 

birth and death in the films. This historic relationship between water and adolescent girls in 

Japanese culture, coupled with the film’s focus on the gendered abject in terms of the adolescent 

onryō’s association with water, augments the adolescent female onryō’s rage against and attack 

upon Japanese patriarchy.   
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Water is at the center of Ringu, Dark Water and Fatal Frame through their abject, 

primordial representations of the adolescent female onryō Sadako, Mitsuko and Maya, 

respectively. The association of water with the films’ adolescent female onryō is a connection 

that has long been part of Japan’s socio-cultural history as well as its popular culture, including 

video games and most importantly horror cinema. Water in Japanese culture is not only a 

metaphor for purity but also for “pollution and corruption…[and] death” (Balmain 139). The 

socio-cultural significance of water, which informs the representations of adolescent female 

onryō in Ringu, Dark Water and Fatal Frame, can be linked back hundreds of years in Japan to 

the traditions and practices of Shinto Miko, commonly known as shrine maidens.  

 

The Socio-Cultural Significance of Water within Japan: Shamanism, Shrine Maidens and Video 

Games 

 

Miko historically played an important role, exclusively for women, within Shinto shrine 

rituals in Japan. As William Fairchild asserts in his seminal writings on Japanese Shamanism, “in 

Japan these women were priests, soothsayers, magicians, prophets and shamans in the folk 

religion, and they were the chief performers in organized Shintoism” (57). Furthermore, as Ichirō 

Hōri asserts, “the primary social functions of these [Miko] are to conjure up the spirits of the 

dead, to communicate with divine beings, and to play instruments and sing before a shrine to 

give pleasure to the Kami” (279). Kami are the spirits and deities which are worshipped within 

the Shinto religion. Dating back to the Jōmon period, Miko fulfilled important ritualistic 

functions within Shinto shrine life, performing the kagura dance and spirit possession, whereby 
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the Miko would go into a trance-like state and become a conduit for the divine or spirits 

(Kunimitsu Kawamura 259).  

 

Training to become a Miko was a complicated process. Those chosen to be trained first 

had to show signs that they were called to become a Miko. These signs included psychosomatic 

neurosis, hallucinations and hysteria. Importantly, women chosen to become Miko “all [had] in 

common an experience of some crisis before becoming a [Miko]. The crisis [was] mainly a 

psychosomatic indisposition or illness” and/or “discord or trouble with their [family]” 

(Kawamura 269). In this sense, those chosen to become Miko were women believed to have 

uncanny psychological conditions, an aspect which not only connects them to the spirit world but 

also results in turbulent familial relations. Trainee Miko were commonly adolescent girls. To 

become a Miko, an adolescent girl had to undergo intensive training under the guidance of an 

older, established Miko or Shaman (265). Training included learning to control one’s perceived 

ability to connect with the divine (Kami) and with other spirits (265). Kawamura asserts that a 

Miko’s training  

 

usually begins at the age of about ten…the optimal time for beginning 

apprenticeship is ‘before one becomes a woman,’ meaning before the first 

menstruation … Another reason is that at this age she is said to ‘become easily 

possessed by a kami’ during the initiation ritual called kami tsuke (attaching of a 

kami), where she is reborn as a shaman…and which is held after her training has 

reached a preliminary conclusion. (265) 
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The presumed connection between adolescent girls and Kami within Japanese Shintoism 

highlights a long-held historical association between young girls and the realm of the dead.  

 

Water has an important role in Shintoism as that which helps to facilitate a Miko’s 

connection with Kami. During her training process water is an important part of a Miko’s daily 

Shrine life. A Miko’s training and her ritualistic activities within shrine life centre around water, 

as “water [is] believed to possess purifying power” in Shintoism (Hōri 232). Cold water 

ablutions are a regular and necessary part of a Miko’s training. During the period in which the 

trainee is undergoing “the ritual of kami tsuke” she is known as a gyōja, and is expected to 

perform prayer exercises for a period of one hundred days, while also undergoing cold-water 

ablutions three times a day, in the morning, noon and night (265). Secluded in a hut next to a 

well or a fresh water stream, the gyōja is expected to try and avoid sunlight and “any kind of 

pollution. The gyōja is isolated from the world of ordinary life and gradually raises the level of 

her purity by water-ablution exercises and seclusion” (265-266). This period of seclusion and 

training for the gyōja can last from two up to seven years, eventually ending with the kami tsuke 

ritual and the gyōja completing one hundred water-ablutions (266). The gyōja is dressed in white 

for the ritual, a colour which is traditionally associated with death and mourning in Japanese 

culture: “Before proceeding with the ritual, the gyōja dons a white garment (called oizuri), white 

coverings for the back of the hand (tekkō), white leggings (kyahan), and white tabi, so that she is 

all clad in white attire (shiroshōzoku)…It is said that this is the attire of a corpse” (266). The 

gyōja during the kami tsuke ritual is undergoing a symbolic rebirth, a transition from her 

previous life as a young adolescent girl to that of a Miko. Thus, being dressed all in white 
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symbolizes a death of sorts. The fact that the gyōja must symbolically die so she can be reborn is 

further augmented by the gyōja being embraced by her trainer during the ritual as if she is a 

foetus: “Being clad in a corpse's attire and embraced by her master, the gyōja can be understood 

as undergoing a symbolic transition from a dead person to an embryo and being reborn” (266). 

After her rebirth, the Miko takes up her traditional position within shrine life, which grants her 

respect from local Japanese townspeople in response to her connection with Kami and the spirit 

world (266).  

 

The authority that Miko had within shamanism and Japanese social life came under 

intense scrutiny from the Nara period (710 - 794) up until the Meiji period (1868 - 1912), when 

specific political edicts were enacted to control and eventually abolish the spiritual authority and 

practices of Miko, especially that of spirit possession: “As a result, official discourse 

increasingly repeated negative views of Miko and their institutions” (Gerald Groemer 44-46). In 

the contemporary world, the Miko serves a more symbolic function and, although her power and 

influence within Japanese society have decreased significantly since the Nara period, her 

relationship with water and the ritualistic rebirth she goes through as an adolescent to become a 

Miko continue to be an important influence on Japanese popular culture. 

 

Both the Miko’s relationship with water and her symbolic rebirth are taken as the 

narrative basis of the most recent instalment in the Japanese horror video game franchise Fatal 

Frame, called Maiden of Black Water. This video game, and associated franchise, is the 

inspiration for the Kaidan horror film, Gekijōban Zero (hereafter referred to as Fatal Frame). 
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Furthermore, the Fatal Frame franchise has influenced representations of the adolescent female 

onryō and her association with water within the late-1990s to early-2010s cycle of Kaidan horror 

films. As a highly successful franchise in Japan and world-wide, the latest video game instalment 

Fatal Frame: Maiden of Black Water is focused upon Miko, specifically dead Miko who, 

deemed to be too emotional to properly perform their duties by male shamans, were ‘sacrificed’ 

to be ‘eternal flowers’ and keep bad spirits from attacking the living. Becoming an eternal flower 

involved being thrown into a large, ornate box filled with water. The game takes place on 

Hikami Mountain, infamous for the numerous suicides and spiritual occurrences which have 

taken place in the mountain’s multitude of lakes, rivers and waterfalls. Resident Miko attached to 

Shinto shrines on the mountain would use their connection to kami and the realm of the dead to 

guide into the afterlife those who committed suicide by drowning themselves in the mountain’s 

water. However, after a ritual to turn a Miko named Ouse into an eternal flower fails, the Miko’s 

vengeful spirit is unleashed in Maiden of Black Water and the mountain’s water runs black, 

turning all Miko and eternal flowers into onryō. The game is largely played from a third-person 

perspective, with some first-person perspective being used when playable characters use a 

camera to take pictures of different onryō. There is also a large number of in-game cinematics, 

commonly known as cut-scenes, which are used in telling the game’s story, all of which the 

player has no control over and cannot interact with.  

 

One of the main characters featured in the game, who is a non-playable character (or 

NPC), is an adolescent eternal flower named Shiragiku, who because of Ouse’s curse is now an 

adolescent onryō. Water is central to Shiragiku’s existence and her haunting. Wherever water 

exists on the mountain, which is almost everywhere, Shiragiku exists too. Shiragiku’s character 
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draws attention to the game’s narrative focus on the association of women with the realm of the 

dead, a connection which is highlighted by Japanese Shintoism when it comes to Miko and 

Kami. The connection between Miko and onryō in the game hinges upon their access to the 

realm of the dead through the medium of water. The Miko in the game not only become onryō 

through water, but it is that which brings them back from the realm of the dead.  Coupled with 

the heavy use of non-playable content within the game, which lends itself to being heavily 

influenced by and associated with film, the game’s focus on the Miko-turned-onryō’s use of 

water to access the realm of the dead has bled over into the narrative foci of prominent Japanese 

Kaidan horror films.  

 

Eminent Japanese director Hideo Nakata asserts that within Japanese folklore “ghosts are 

supposed to appear wherever water exists” (Nakata quoted in Kermode 34). Water, as has been 

discussed in reference to Shintoism, is associated with notions of purity, the riverbed and ideas 

of rebirth (Balmain 140). Juro Kara notes that water and specifically the riverbed, which he 

refers to as the “lower place,” are important sites of “Japanese collective memory” (quoted in 

Balmain 140). This paradoxical nature of water within Japanese society and culture as both a 

source of renewal and death is encapsulated within the idea of rebirth. According to Balmain 

“[t]he riverbed was the place where social outcasts congregated, with the aim of committing 

suicide by throwing themselves into the muddy waters” (140). Furthermore, Midori Matsui 

argues that “Kawara [is] a place of rebirth; as its topological deviation from the civilized place 

made Kawara the ‘outside’ of socio-economic rules, people could shake off their learned 

restraint” (160). The association of water with rebirth connects to the Shinto kami tsuke ritual 

previously discussed and calls up the narrative of the Japanese horror game Fatal Frame: 
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Maiden of the Black Water. In both the kami tsuke ritual and Fatal Frame: Maiden of the Black 

Water, to be reborn or move on to another stage of development spiritually or physiologically, 

one must die, literally or symbolically. Echoing arguments concerning water and its significance 

within Japanese society, Matsui states that “water is a[n] … image symbolizing [death] and 

amniotic fluid” (160). The notion of rebirth as a core element of water’s paradoxical socio-

cultural significance within Japan is crucial in shaping not only the adolescent female onryō’s 

embodiment through water, but also her use of water as a means to exact her vengeance against 

Japanese society in Ringu, Dark Water and the Fatal Frame. To be reborn, one must die first; as 

Matsui argues, to die in water, which is symbolic of amniotic fluid, is a suitable vehicle for 

onryō. When the adolescent female dies by either falling into (Dark Water) or being pushed into 

(Ringu and Fatal Frame) water, she is reborn as an onryō through the amniotic womb-like water 

tank, well or reservoir respectively. The paradoxical socio-cultural specificity of water within 

Japan when it comes to birth and death as well as to the notion of female adolescence resonates 

in the films Ringu, Dark Water and Fatal Frame with prominent film theories concerning 

monstrous women in horror films, return of the repressed and abjection. 

 

The Birth/Death Paradox: Abjection and Water in Kaidan Horror films  

 

In The Monstrous-Feminine: Film, Feminism, Psychoanalysis, Barbara Creed focuses 

upon the horror film’s figuration of women as monsters, drawing upon Julia Kristeva’s notion of 

abjection. The horror film is saturated with images of abjection, “foremost of which is the 

corpse, whole and mutilated, followed by an array of bodily wastes, such as blood, vomit, saliva, 
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sweat, tears and putrefying flesh” (Creed 10). Abjection is “omnipresent in horror cinema” and 

Japanese horror films are no exception (Balmain 132). The horrific, abject impact of the 

adolescent female onryō in Japanese horror films centers on representations of birth, death, 

female corpses and “bodily putrefaction” (132). This is especially true of the Japanese onryō 

horror films Ringu, Dark Water and Fatal Frame, which repeatedly invoke primordial 

connections between women, the womb and the monstrous through representations of the 

adolescent female onryō. Polluted and clean water swamp the spaces across which the female 

onryō manifest throughout the films. These water-logged spaces are what Lindsay Nelson refers 

to as “realm(s) of abjection” (9). Kristeva’s discussion of the abject focuses on that which 

“disturbs identity, system and order [and] does not respect borders, positions, rules. [It is the] in-

between, the ambiguous, the composite” (4). Kristeva goes on to discuss the corpse as “the 

utmost of abjection…something rejected from which one does not part, from which one does not 

protect oneself as from an object. Imaginary uncanniness and real threat, it beckons to us and 

ends up engulfing us” (4). The adolescent female onryō in Ringu, Dark Water and Fatal Frame 

embody this notion of the abject as their existence is liminal; they are in-between entities 

belonging both to the realm of the dead and existing within that of the living. As Nelson argues, 

these onryō transgress “the boundaries between cleanliness and purity, innocence and abject, 

death and birth” (9). Creed argues that Kristeva’s notion of abjection can be applied to horror 

films in three ways: “first, in explicit images of abjection like blood and putrefying flesh; second, 

in the idea of a particular border being breached, transgressed, or threatened as a result of an 

encounter between the symbolic order and that which destabilizes it; third, and perhaps most 

significant, in the construction of the maternal figure as abject” (Seet 145). These three different 
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ways in which abjection features in horror films are “associated unequivocally with 

[the]…female characters” in Ringu, Dark Water and Fatal Frame (145). 

 

The abject in Japanese Kaidan horror films is explicitly gendered. The situation of the 

female body as abject in Japanese horror films hinges upon the two classes of “polluting objects” 

which are associated specifically with the maternal body (Seet 146). Kristeva argues these two 

classes are “the excremental, which threatens identity from outside, and the menstrual, which 

threatens from within” (71). The excremental has an affiliation with the maternal because of the 

mother’s role in teaching her child when and where it is appropriate to expel faces and urine, 

which is part of “the primal mapping of the body” when the child learns to differentiate the clean 

and appropriate parts of the body and their associated functions from the unclean and 

inappropriate (72). As Seet asserts, “the excremental is also linked to decay, infection, disease, 

and corpses” (146), all of which must kept away from the living body.  

 

The excremental and the menstrual are delegated to the realm of that which must be 

explicitly removed and kept away from that which is proper. These notions concerning the 

excremental and the menstrual are also very important to consider in regard to Kristeva’s idea 

that the corpse is “something rejected from which one does not part,” especially in terms of the 

contradictory birth/death dualism which permeates Japanese notions of water as a source of life 

as well as death (4). While the excremental and the menstrual are liminal fluidities, which ought 

to be opposed, they are paradoxically linked. The menstrual, as abject, is traditionally delegated 

to the realm of filth and contamination, that which must be completely removed and discarded. 



101 

 

As a recurrent aspect of the ovulation cycle, however, the menstrual is also part of reproduction 

and therefore belongs to both the realms of birth and death. The paradoxical position of the 

menstrual within the birth/death dualism resonates with Kristeva’s idea that the corpse, while 

being something that is rejected as abject, cannot be completely removed or disregarded as it is 

linked to birth. The notion that the menstrual cannot be fully rejected also connects with the 

traditional socio-cultural position of water as both life-giving and a means of death in Japan, 

especially in terms of Shintoism when it comes to notions of rebirth.  

 

The birth/death paradox is especially important to consider not only in terms of the 

menstrual and excremental, but also in terms of the onryō’s literal association with water in 

Japanese onryō horror films. In Dark Water and Fatal Frame especially, the onryō Mitsuko and 

Maya always appear in their liminal state drenched in water, seeping their watery effluence 

everywhere they go and onto everyone they touch. These onryō are living corpses, in between 

life and death, as they have been reborn as abject, undead adolescent girls. Not only does this 

abject turn on rebirth echo traditional Shinto rituals of water rebirth for Miko within Japanese 

socio-cultural history, but it also flips notions of the menstrual and the traditional physiological 

development of adolescent girls. Mitsuko and Maya all die before they begin to menstruate. 

Neither can ever be a woman who leaks blood during her menstrual period; instead, they are 

destined to be adolescent girls who continually leak water instead. The water which Mitsuko and 

Maya leak is symbolic of blood, as they die before they can physiologically move from being 

adolescent girls to young women who menstruate and have the potential to reproduce. As 

menstruation is paradoxically linked to both life and death, it represents the potential to produce 

life but also the moment where life fails to take hold. Water sustains the onryō, giving them a 
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means by which to continue to exist after death, but it also gives onryō, Mitsuko in particular, a 

means to take life away from others.   

 

The water through which the onryō manifest themselves in Ringu, Dark Water and Fatal 

Frame is unclean, belonging to abandoned wells (Ringu), overflowing water tanks (Dark Water) 

and sewer systems (Fatal Frame). This water is the medium of decay, infection, the excremental 

and menstrual. At the same time, it is symbolic of birth and amniotic fluid, both of which belong 

to the pre-symbolic maternal. The return of fluids attached to the pre-symbolic maternal 

resonates with Kristeva’s ideas concerning the abject and the child’s relationship with the pre-

symbolic, imaginary realm of the mother. Seet, expanding on Kristeva, asserts that “the mother 

becomes abject the moment she is rejected by the child in favour of the father who represents the 

symbolic order … as the child struggles to become a separate identity” (146). As discussed 

previously in Chapter Two, the onryō Mitsuko in Dark Water longs to return to the realm of the 

pre-symbolic and attach herself to a mother figure whom she can bring with her into the realm of 

the dead. The pre-symbolic realm of the mother, of viscera associated with birth and pre-natal 

fluid, is symbolically manifested by the presence of water in the films. In Dark Water, Ringu and 

Fatal Frame, the adolescent female onryō all die because of neglect (Mitsuko) or abuse by an 

adult authority figure (Sadako and Maya) before they began to menstruate. The pre-menstrual 

state of all three onryō links them to a state of eternal adolescence where they are swamped, 

quite literally, with water symbolic of their bond with the realm of the pre-symbolic maternal. 

Yet this water is also representative of death as well as the pre-natal and birth. On the one hand, 

the water is life-giving: it is that which rebirthed the onryō. On the other, it is also that which 

killed them and which they use to kill others. When they return to haunt the present, they return 
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accompanied by and/or covered in this abject pre-symbolic water, representative of fluids 

associated with both birth and death.  

 

Revenge, (re)Birth and Ringu 

 

The paradoxical nature of water as a means of rebirth is evidenced in the film Ringu. 

Reiko and her ex-husband, to save their young son Yoichi, who watched the cursed video tape, 

travel to Izu Ōshima. On the island they discover that there once lived a renowned psychic, 

Shizuko Yamamura. As I have stated in Chapter Two of this thesis, Shizuko was persuaded by 

her lover, Dr. Ikuma, to show off her psychic abilities to the Japanese press. Although Shizuko 

successfully demonstrated her abilities, one journalist insisted that Shizuko was a fraud. Sadako, 

Shizuko’s daughter, sees her mother being slandered by the journalist and attacks him in 

retaliation, killing him by merely staring intently at him. Horrified, Shizuko commits suicide, 

throwing herself into Izu Ōshima’s volcano. Outraged at Sadako for killing the journalist and 

causing the suicide of Shizuko, Dr. Ikuma murders Sadako by throwing her down a well, sealing 

it with a heavy concrete slab to ensure she cannot escape. Sadako dies at the bottom of the well 

after being trapped in its watery depths for seven days. However, this is not the end for Sadako, 

who like her mother possesses a variety of psychic abilities. Once she dies in the stagnant well 

water, Sadako is reborn as an onryō and uses her psychic abilities, especially ‘nensha’ 

(‘thoughtography’) – the purported psychic ability to ‘burn’ an image from the mind onto 

photographic film – to produce a cursed videotape which causes anyone who watches it to die in 

seven days (Krauss 57). Sadako’s association with water is not only evidenced through the well 
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in which she died, but also by an inhabitant of Izu Ōshima whom Reiko and Ryuji meet, who 

suggests Sadako is the spawn of a sea monster whom Shizuko had interacted with, as she spent 

hours staring at the sea on the island’s beach.  

 

Sadako uses the videotape to exact her vengeance against a world which wronged her and 

seemingly has forgotten about her. The well that Sadako is first thrown into by Dr. Ikuma is 

eventually covered over by the construction of a house built on top of it. This echoes Kara’s 

assertion that “the construction of modern Japan…conceals the water that lies underneath” (Kara 

quoted in Balmain 140). McRoy argues that Sadako’s vengeful videotape is a manifestation “of 

the ‘avenging spirit’” motif of Japanese horror films, but her representation “also engage[s] with 

a metaphorical interrogation of the ‘return’ of a ‘repressed’ societal configuration that, like the 

spectral entities, …[refuses] to die quietly” (Nightmare Japan 82). Sadako vehemently refuses to 

die quietly, violently asserting her existence and confronting Japanese society repeatedly in her 

unending need to punish it for the patriarchal institutions which not only made it possible for Dr. 

Ikuma to murder her but which also facilitated the harassment of her mother. Sadako is 

concealed under “the construction of modern Japan” but, much like water, she seeps through the 

cracks, exposing them to be cracks in the foundation of powerful Japanese institutions (Kara 

quoted in Balmain 140).    

 

Water in the film is a means through which adolescent female onryō are sustained and a 

material through which they can haunt and disturb the present. Kara argues that “the construction 

of modern Japan with its tall skyscrapers conceals the water that lies underneath these phallic 
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symbols of patriarchal power” (Kara quoted in Balmain 140).  The effect that Japan’s road to 

modernization had on the lives of women is repressed and elided in favour of upholding the 

patriarchal power of important Japanese institutions. The repression of injustices carried out 

against women, specifically Sadako in the film is symbolically represented in Ringu in the scene 

where Reiko and Ryuji discover the well into which Sadako was thrown to her death. Sadako’s 

well, which once sat within an open field, has since been covered over by a cabin, the well’s 

existence forgotten underneath the modern structure. Reiko and Ryuji have to spend a long time 

searching for the well and when they finally discover its location it takes them hours to get 

beneath the cabin, take off the well’s heavy cement lid and empty the murky black water which 

has filled it since Sadako was trapped within. The process is laborious and extremely time-

consuming, much like a prolonged labor. Furthermore, the process of removing water from 

within the well resembles a symbolic rebirth for Sadako. When Reiko finds her corpse within the 

well, Sadako’s body is covered from head to toe, not only in dirty water, but also in a thick, 

mucosal substance. The thick, murky fluid which covers Sadako’s body functions like the blood 

and vernix newborn babies are covered in when they are ‘released’ from a woman’s uterus. 

However, while Sadako’s corpse is rebirthed by Reiko from the well she perished within, in an 

attempt to sate her rage, Sadako’s curse remains as powerful as it always was. As I have stated, 

the rebirth of Sadako’s corpse in this scene provides a false ending to Ringu. Nothing can 

seemingly placate her quest for vengeance against Japanese society. Rather than cleansing 

Sadako and providing a means for a peaceful rebirth, the water within the well provided the 

adolescent female onryō a medium in which to fester, rot and sustain her rage while she sought 

her vengeance against Japanese society. Furthermore, Sadako’s ‘rebirth’ when Reiko discovers 

her rotting corpse is useless, as she has already undergone a rebirth into an adolescent female 
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onryō. Lifting the lid on the secret of Sadako’s death does not quell her rage, nor does her rebirth 

into an onryō in the well’s dirty, stagnant water, because the socio-political institutions which led 

to and concealed her murder still reign all-powerful within Japan. 

 

 For decades Sadako’s corpse lay submerged in water undetected while an idyllic wood 

cabin was built on top of it, ready for families to visit on holiday. In this way, Sadako’s watery 

grave was concealed and the reality of her death repressed beneath a symbolic bastion of 

patriarchal, familial harmony, a family holiday home. However, while the well and the secret of 

Sadako’s murder were hidden in such a way that was designed to repress her powers, Sadako 

found a way to use her watery tomb and the cabin under which it was concealed to seek her 

revenge. While, as Kara states, “the construction of modern Japan…conceals the water that lies 

underneath…symbols of patriarchal power,” Sadako undermines the function of the modern 

family cabin as a symbol of patriarchal familial unity (Kara quoted in Balmain 140).  Sadako, 

like the water in which she drowned, lies in wait underneath the cabin for the perfect opportunity 

to swamp and usurp control over patriarchal familial harmony. While water in the film may not 

literally swamp various spaces or people, other than Reiko and Ryuji, it does symbolically 

through Sadako’s curse, laying in wait beneath core socio-political Japanese institutions, ready to 

drown Japanese patriarchy.  

 

Plumbing the Depths of the Primal Swamp: The Mirror Stage and the Topological gap in Dark 

Water 

 



107 

 

As previously discussed, the abject must be excluded to ensure that the child leaves 

behind the imaginary realm of the mother and properly integrates into the symbolic realm of the 

father (Seet 147). It is often the mother who is theorized as desperate to retain her bond with and 

control over the child: “the relationship between mother and child is marked by conflict because 

the child ultimately wants to break free, while the mother yearns to exert her hold” (147). 

However, in Dark Water the opposite is the case. Seet argues that while 

 

the abject has to be excluded in ensuring that the subject takes up his or her proper 

place in relation to the symbolic, it must still be tolerated because that which 

threatens life also ironically serves to define it ... For even as the child struggles 

for self-constitution, he or she is partly terrified of separating from his or her own 

mother and partly consumed by a desire to remain locked in an engulfing embrace 

with the maternal figure. (146-147) 

 

The onryō Mitsuko, who died after falling into her apartment building’s water tank when her 

mother abandoned her at kindergarten, utilizes the water of the tank to desperately seek out a 

mother figure to bring with her into the afterlife, who will care for and love her forever. Water, 

because of its physical state, can seep through various materials, specifically the drywall of the 

apartment building, and find its way through the building’s pipes to enter a multitude of different 

spaces. Mitsuko utilizes the ability of the water she drowned in to seep through the pipes, walls 

and ceilings of the apartment building to search for a replacement mother. 
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Dark Water is set, first and foremost, in and around Yoshimi and Ikuko’s derelict 

apartment building. The apartment building seems to be in a constant state of organic decay. The 

walls of the building, inside and outside, are grey, covered in either moss, vines or mould, and 

the hallways seem endless: “characters emerge into empty hallways and stairwells, barely 

distinguishable from the walls and rooms bathed in gloom” (Martin 3). The ceiling of Yoshimi 

and Ikuko’s apartment persistently leaks water, the elevator does not work properly, the water 

tank overflows and long strands of black hair flow out of both the bathroom and kitchen taps. 

Mitsuko not only haunts the apartment building, but she is part of the apartment building itself; 

literally and symbolically, Mitsuko’s spirit is materialized and embodied by the water which 

drips and soaks through the walls and ceilings of the building. Mitsuko renders the usually 

stable, fixed walls of the building, especially the walls of Yoshimi and Ikuko’s apartment, porous 

and permeable (1). The film opens with an ambiguous shot of stagnant, amber, dirt-filled water 

as rays of light penetrate its murky depths beneath the film’s credits. Just out of focus, Mitsuko’s 

yellow raincoat swirls in the water. The opening credits of the film signal not only the seemingly 

endless permeation of water into the daily lives of Yoshimi and Ikuko, but also the abject nature 

of this water, which is attached to Mitsuko’s grave, the apartment building water tank. It is 

almost as if the perspective of the camera in this opening credit scene is that of the onryō 

Mitsuko, as she gazes through the dirty water towards a crack in the tank’s lid, longing to break 

free. This longing for Mitsuko is not a longing to break free from the pre-symbolic, imaginative 

realm of the mother; rather, it is a longing to be re-integrated into this realm and forever bind 

herself to a mother figure. Symbolic “metaphors of the womb abound” in Dark Water, with the 

water tank being the main symbolic representation of the maternal womb (Seet 149). Seet goes 

as far to argue that the opening shot of the film “suggest[s] the fuzzy images of a foetus in an 
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ultrasound scan” (149). The abject nature of the water here is connected to the maternal. The 

water tank is thus symbolic of a maternal womb, where Mitsuko gestates until she finds herself a 

suitable mother figure to bring with her into the afterlife. A forgotten and repressed memory, 

Mitsuko drowns only to be suspended in water as a gestating foetus, waiting for a mother to 

embrace her so that she may be birthed once more.  

 

In one particular scene from the film, after falling asleep next to her daughter, Yoshimi 

has an unsettling, uncanny dream concerning a little girl in a yellow rain slicker, who proceeds to 

walk home in the pouring rain after being left behind at her kindergarten because her mother 

forgot to collect her. Yoshimi’s dream is filtered through an amber brume, the colour of which 

recalls and conjures up associations with infection. Water in the film generates notions of 

infection because it is not only abject, associated with decay, but also because it brings with it 

Mitsuko, who infects the apartment building and much like an infection is very hard to get rid of 

as she keeps coming back again and again. Yoshimi is awakened from her dream by the 

rhythmic dripping of water on her cheek from the ceiling above her bed. Water in the film not 

only permeates the apartment building from the outside, rendering the boundary between the 

outside and inside of the building porous, but also permeates Yoshimi’s body through the pores 

on her cheek. Thus, Mitsuko’s amber, infectious viscera induces Yoshimi’s dream. This leak is 

what binds Yoshimi to Mitsuko (Martin 6). This scene highlights and exposes the vulnerable 

nature of not only a person’s body but also their mental processes and thoughts, which one 

would rather believe to be fixed and impervious to infectious, exterior influences. The film eerily 

suggests that one’s body, thoughts and perceptions are as fluid and vulnerable to change as the 

walls and spaces of Yoshimi and Ikuko’s apartment. After being woken up by the dripping 
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water, Yoshimi makes her way up towards the roof and finds the water tank overflowing with 

amber liquid. After seeing Mitsuko’s red bag on the roof, she enters the apartment above her own 

and discovers that it is flooded with water from the water tank, which has seeped through the 

walls. As Benson-Allot asserts, “water precedes the arrival of the film’s…horror…in a way that 

cannot but remind the viewer of the…colloquialism ‘her water broke’” (10). Ikuko eventually 

emerges from the shadows of the apartment, completely drenched and somewhat hypnotized. As 

Yoshimi tries to leave the apartment with Ikuko, she senses that something, or someone, is 

watching her. The camera reveals that Mitsuko is watching her from within the walls of the 

apartment itself, as we see a shadow behind Yoshimi on the wall.  

 

The destabilizing of boundaries manifests Dark Water’s uncanny circumstances: “Dark 

Water purposefully plumbs the regions where categories fail to maintain their integrity. Nowhere 

is this more obvious than through Mitsuko’s watery…manifestations” (Benson-Allot 8). Water is 

the vital element of abjection in the film:  

 

[it] leaves the principal characters shivering, moaning, choking, and generally 

wallowing in their human condition. The sheer pervasiveness of this fluid also 

hints at its general substitution for other, more traditional liquids of abjection. (10)   

 

This interplay between abjection and water in Dark Water also draws upon Jacques Lacan’s 

notion of the mirror stage. Lacan asserts that the child develops an understanding of itself as an 

‘I’ when it sees an image of itself reflected in a mirror and identifies with the reflected image 

(Seet 147). This is one of the most important stages in a child’s early stages of development 
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when it comes to selfhood (147). Kristeva, expanding upon and somewhat departing from 

Lacan’s notion of the mirror stage, argues that a crucial part of a child’s development of selfhood 

depends on the abjection of the mother “after the child acquires sphincter training and learns to 

map its clean and proper body” (147-148). Lacan’s notion of the mirror stage explicitly plays out 

in the scene where Yoshimi goes to investigate the water tank after finding her daughter holding 

Mitsuko’s red school bag, leaving Ikuko alone as she tries to desperately turn the taps off in the 

bathtub as it overflows with dirty, black water. This moment where Ikuko stares into the black 

water of the bathtub also invokes anxieties concerning the unknown depth of the water because, 

unlike glass, water is porous and something, or someone, could be lurking beneath its reflective 

surface. After snatching the bag from Ikuko, Yoshimi has a vision of Mitsuko’s red bag falling 

into the water tank and decides to once again visit the water tank and find out what happened to 

Mitsuko. After touching the side of the tank Yoshimi has another vision, this time of Mitsuko 

climbing the ladder to the tank’s opening. Climbing the ladder herself, she has another vision at 

the top which confirms Mitsuko’s fate: that she fell into the tank and drowned. Yoshimi hears a 

tapping nose coming from inside the tank which turns into direct punches into the walls of the 

tank, warping the lining with indentations of two fists. This calls to mind an abject reframing of a 

baby inside a mother’s womb, where it presses its body against the mother’s stomach so 

indentations of its hands and feet are partially visible on the surface of the skin. This also 

registers the uncanny effect of one creature growing inside another one. While Yoshimi 

investigates the tank, Ikuko goes into the bathroom to brush her teeth. As she fills her glass up at 

the sink, a black clump of hair flows out of the tap and into the glass. This instance mirrors an 

earlier scene in the film, when a single strand of hair flowed into a glass of water from a tap in 

the kitchen. Ikuko drops the glass, frightened by the hair’s presence. She then hears water 
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running out of the bath tap, which has turned itself on. As the water starts to overflow from and 

bubble in the tub, Ikuko hesitantly stares into the water’s depths. The camera frames the bath 

from behind Ikuko’s head, as she considers its depths. Suddenly, Mitsuko reaches out of the tub, 

with two decayed, green hands, grabs Ikuko’s head and pulls her face into the “filthy froth,” 

trying to kill Ikuko and eliminate her as competition for Yoshimi’s motherly care and love 

(Martin 9). This moment when Ikuko stares into the dark water which has filled the bathtub flips 

Lacan’s notion of the mirror stage on its head. When Ikuko stares into the water in the bathtub, 

its reflective surface acts as a mirror. However, rather than staring Narcissus-like into the surface 

of the water and seeing her own imago reflected, she is pulled face first into the water and almost 

drowns. She does not have a chance to identify with the image of herself in the water’s surface, 

as that which is reflected is her own demise. The important moment of selfhood, when a child 

sees an image of itself reflected back and identifies with that image, is made abject. Ikuko is 

confronted with an image of another female child, who in her abject appearance and her status as 

an onryō represents the possibility that, like Mitsuko, Ikuko may not get to develop a sense of 

self or even grow beyond the stage of adolescence. The scene ends with the image of Ikuko 

desperately trying to release herself from Mitsuko’s grasp, banging her hands against the edge of 

the tub, her screams for help muffled by the water which fills her mouth.  

 

It is also important to consider this scene in the bathroom in terms of Slavoj Žižek’s ideas 

concerning the return of the repressed and the excremental. Žižek, writing on excrement and its 

removal from the self, argues that what is abject and horrifying about the re-emergence of 

excrement is “not primarily the horrifyingly-disgusting stuff re-emerging from the toilet sink, but 

rather the hole itself, the gap which serves as a passage to a different ontological order – the 
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topological hole or torsion which ‘curves’ the space of our reality so that we perceive/imagine 

excrements as disappearing into an alternative dimension which is not part of our everyday 

reality” (257-258).  What is abject about the water in the bathtub is not so much the water itself, 

but “the gap” which allows the water to return and thereby calls attention to the suspension of the 

typical separation of the excremental from that which is clean and proper, opening a “topological 

hole” through which the excremental can return (257). Scott Romine asserts in his writing on 

Žižek that “excrement presumes and, in its disposal, enacts a normative scheme of social 

regulation” (717). In asserting distinctions between that which must be disavowed from that 

which must be protected, such acts of social regulation ironically end up drawing attention to the 

fact that the clean and the proper depends on the excremental to retain its place. The “topological 

hole” (Žižek 257) of the bathtub in this scene provides a means through which the “primal 

swamp” of the excremental seeps through to confront the symbolic order (Denise Gigante 156).  

 

The bath’s “topological hole” articulates a sense of destabilization (Žižek 257). Carson 

argues that  

 

This process of de-familiarization of a familiar object, a dark and womb-like 

interior space which arouses ambiguous feelings of comfort and fear, is redolent 

with the characteristics of the Freudian uncanny… abstracted, purified and made 

strange, the private feminine space of the domestic interior… the coziness of the 

familiar and homely is so easily transformed into its less appealing opposite. 

(247-248) 
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The bath as well as the bathroom have conventionally been an object and space not only serving 

the function of cleanliness, but also of “innocent play and family bonding” (Nelson 9). Instead of 

being a space where Ikuko can comfortably maintain a clean physical appearance and wash away 

the dirt she encounters in her daily life, the bathroom spews back all the excremental material 

which has been washed away and repressed. In the film, the once stable, safe places in which 

Ikuko washed away the excrement attached to her bodily functions become spaces and objects 

where and through which the abject resurfaces after being washed away. The uncanny 

ambivalence of water is that it cannot ever be fully expunged or rejected; it always resurfaces, as 

Žižek argues, to swamp the symbolic order and reveal that the boundary between the 

excremental and the clean is inherently precarious and dependant on the existence of the 

excremental (257-258). The return of the Mitsuko’s watery effluence through the bath’s sinkhole 

gives rise to the anxiety that it is impossible to keep the excremental out. The sinkhole is the very 

means through which we try and dispose of the excremental, but it is also the portal which allows 

the excremental to re-emerge. It is impossible to close this portal up completely, as such as firm 

separation would not allow the excremental to be washed away to begin with.  

 

In the final scene in the film, set a decade after the last time Ikuko sees her mother alive, 

Ikuko re-visits the now abandoned apartment building. Now there is a complete absence of the 

rain, which was a constant presence in the world of the film prior to this scene. Ikuko observes 

that her old apartment looks clean and occupied, while the rest of the apartment building is in 

even worse shape than it previously was. The ceilings are caving in and the building is 

completely overgrown by vines. Ikuko finds that her mother is still living in the apartment. When 

she pleads with her mother to let her stay and for them to live together, Yoshimi tells Ikuko that 
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it would be impossible. Ikuko realizes that along with her mother, Mitsuko’s ghost still haunts 

and inhabits the apartment building. Sensing that someone is standing behind her, Ikuko 

cautiously turns, but does not see anyone. The audience, however, does see the blurry image of 

Mitsuko standing behind Ikuko. When Ikuko turns back to look at her mother, Yoshimi has 

disappeared. Ikuko leaves and walks away from the apartment building under a clear blue sky, 

the first throughout the entire film. Martin argues, “like the absence of rain in this scene, the 

world has changed” (12). The world has changed, but it is a world which has not completely 

forgotten the danger that the repressed past poses to the present, a past which can return at any 

time. 

 

Dreams of Death: Fatal Frame and Rivers of Repression 

 

While water is frequently positioned as a symbol of rebirth, renewal and cleanliness, it is 

also “represented as contaminated, a substance which taints whatever it touches … an image of 

decay and rot” (Martin 8). Water in the film Fatal Frame, as in Dark Water, is symbolically 

paradoxical. Directed by Mari Asato, Fatal Frame (2014) is based upon the Japanese game 

franchise of the same name but features a completely original story. The film focuses on an all-

girls Catholic boarding school in an undefined Japanese rural town. When the school’s most 

popular student, Aya, suddenly shuts herself away in her room for a month, several of her 

schoolmates find themselves drawn to an odd black and white photograph which bears a striking 

resemblance to Aya. A rumour spreads at the school that the photograph has been cursed by Aya 

and if you kiss it at midnight you will haunted by her until you die. Slowly one by one different 

schoolgirls kiss the photograph, entranced by strange dreams where Aya’s ghost appears to them 
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and begs them to save her from a curse. Eventually five of the school’s students disappear after 

kissing the photograph, all of whom, except one, are later found in a river which runs alongside 

the School, having drowned to death.  

 

The hypnotic dreams found in Fatal Frame echo Freud’s argument concerning the return 

of the repressed and dreams. In The Interpretation of Dreams, in which Freud focuses on the 

symbolism contained within dreams and how such symbolism can be interpreted, he argues that 

repressed memories, urges and desires often emerge in altered, symbolic forms, such as dreams. 

According to Freud, the dream-state is one in which the defences of the conscious are lowered so 

that repressed material is expressed in a distorted way (The Interpretation of Dreams 183). The 

repressed content “contained in [dreams is] disguised to the point of being unrecognizable 

precisely owing to the repugnance felt for the topic of the dream…and to an intention to repress 

[it]” (The Interpretation of Dreams 183).  The repressed memories which inform dreams “bring 

up details from that period of our life which, once again, strike us as trivial and which in our 

waking state we believe to have been long since forgotten” (The Interpretation of Dreams 188). 

The dreams which propel the school girls to kiss the photograph feature an apparition which 

looks strikingly like Aya. The dreams resonate with Freud’s assertion that repressed material 

returns in dreams, except for the striking fact that the repressed that returns in the dreams of the 

schoolgirls is not their own. The adolescent onryō Maya uses her connection with the water 

which surrounds the school alongside the photograph to lure the girls to her and to what is 

perceived to be their death. Maya utilizes an apparition which looks like Aya, capitalizing on the 

admiration the schoolgirls have for her, to infiltrate the schoolgirls’ dreams, luring them to kiss 

the photograph, after which they are drawn to Maya’s watery grave.  
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The girls’ dreams of Aya are swamped in symbolism. This is seen most overtly in 

Sakuya’s dream, where she finds herself quite literally swamped by water in one of the school’s 

decorative ponds as an apparition of Aya walks across the top of the water, eventually bending 

down and whispering in Sakuya’s ear to save her from a curse. The meaning behind the symbolic 

use of water in this dream is not revealed until the very end of Fatal Frame. Swamping the 

schoolgirls in their dreams with water is symbolic of the way in which Maya was murdered, 

thrown into an abandoned reservoir. The symbolic use of water by the adolescent onryō Maya 

resonates with the past wrong doing committed against her by the Headmistress of the School. In 

a process of eternal deferment, the Headmistress’ repression of her involvement in Maya’s 

murder is brought to the surface repeatedly through the schoolgirls’ dreams until Maya’s onryō 

manages to lure one of them to her watery grave. Water in the film represents an inability to deal 

with the past.  

 

Determined to end the string of deaths affecting her peers, Aya’s peer Michi decides to 

confront Aya and demand she lift the curse on the schoolgirls. Aya tells Michi that she isn’t 

causing the curse nor is the photograph of her; rather, it is of someone who looks just like her. 

Together they vow to end the curse and find out who or what is causing their peers to die. 

Eventually it is revealed that it is Aya’s dead twin Maya who is calling the girls to come and find 

her, with the photograph, an example of thoughtography, being an imagined representation of 

Maya if she had grown to be Aya’s age. Maya was murdered by the school’s headmistress during 

her adolescence, thrown into a nearby water reservoir, where she drowned. After drowning, 

Maya lay in wait in the reservoir’s water, preserved in her adolescence. It is revealed that Maya’s 

onryō is not the one causing the schoolgirls to drown; rather, a nun at the school has been 
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drowning the girls before they can reach the reservoir as she mistakenly believes her brother, the 

school’s caretaker, was the one to murder Maya and doesn’t want anyone discovering her body 

in the reservoir. The repeated need to repress the past on the parts of the Headmistress, the 

school caretaker and his sister results in their own demise, both figuratively and literally. Maya’s 

onryō has no desire to punish anyone for the past wrongdoing against her; she only wishes for 

her existence and what happened to her to be acknowledged. This is evidenced in the scene 

where Aya is thrown into the reservoir herself by the caretaker in a state of panic, which allows 

her to finally face Maya’s onryō. Both covered in the stagnant, dark water of the reservoir, Maya 

and Aya embrace. Rather than pulling her into the realm of the dead to stay with her forever, like 

Mitsuko in Dark Water, or wanting to punish her, like Sadako in Ringu, Maya only wants for her 

Aya to remember her and the trauma she underwent: “I’ve waited all this time…I’ve waited for 

you all this time…You must not stay here. You must live, Aya…you will grow up and be an 

adult. Live for my sake. Promise me.” It is not Maya’s onryō who causes the girl’s drowning or 

the caretaker and his sister’s eventual drowning; it is the inability of those who have harmed her 

or think they have harmed her which causes the repressed to return. It is the Headmistress’ 

reluctance to accept her role in Maya’s death which leads her students to their deaths and to her 

having to live with that knowledge and guilt for the rest of her life. The Headmistress’ repression 

of her role in Maya’s death in order to maintain an illusion of gender traditionalism as well as her 

role as the pious headmistress of a Catholic all-girls school, ends up being counterproductive as 

it is precisely the repression of the past which ends up causing the deaths of her students.  

 

Ringu, Dark Water and Fatal Frame are Japanese horror films which utilize adolescent 

female onryō and their relationship with water as a critique of both the social modernization of 
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Japan and Japanese gender traditionalism. Sadako, Mitsuko and Maya are all dead wet, 

adolescent female onryō whose relationship with and use of water in the films unsettles Japanese 

society’s efforts to repress not only their existence but also the gender traditionalism and social 

modernization which resulted in their deaths. The role of social modernisation falls to adolescent 

girls as they are central to Japanese futurity, a primary reason for this being that adolescent girls 

are figured as the potential, future mothers of the next generation of Japanese children. At the 

same time as bearing the weight of social modernisation, adolescent girls are also expected to 

uphold gender traditionalism in Japan. Sadako, Mitsuko and Maya, as dead wet adolescent 

female onryō, expose the incongruous nature of Japanese society’s desire for both social 

modernisation and gender traditionalism. These adolescent female onryō call upon and utilise the 

paradoxical associations of water within Japanese culture as a means to explore the contradictory 

desire on the part of Japanese society for both gender traditionalism and social modernisation. 

Sadako, Mitsuko and Maya return as the repressed desires of a society that wants the 

conveniences of social modernization but at the same time also yearns for patriarchal gender 

roles. This results in adolescent girls, who challenge gendered traditionalism as part of social 

modernisation, being repressed and quite literally done away with. This is seen in Ringu with 

Sadako, whose supernatural talents are lauded and at the same time labelled too dangerous by her 

father figure, Dr Ikuma, and as a result she is murdered. Mitsuko accidently drowns in her 

apartment building’s water tank because of a failure on the part of her mother to juggle the 

competing forces of social modernisation, of work, and gendered traditionalism, being a mother. 

Maya is murdered by the school’s Headmistress and her desire to repress her involvement in 

Maya’s death results in the death of her students. All three adolescent girls, because of the 

contradictory forces of social modernization and gendered traditionalism, die and are reborn 
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through water to return as onryō. Sadako’s, Mitsuko’s and Maya’s use of water in the films 

swamps the characters quite literally, and brings to the surface the repressed wrong-doings 

committed against them, exposing the paradox at the heart of Japanese society’s desire for both 

social modernisation and gender traditionalism.  
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Chapter 4: Home, Not Sweet Home - The Embodiment of the Adolescent Female Onryō 

through Domestic Objects and Spaces in Ringu, Dark Water and Ju-on: Kuroi Shōjo  

 

The domestic space, uchi, which is connected to ideas of the sacred, becomes 

instead a place of horror and terror. However, unlike in Godzilla, in which the 

threat is mainly associated with the profane spaces of the outside (soto), the threat 

is now inside and knocking on the door of the last bastion of Japanese patriarchy: 

the family as embedded within the wider community. (Balmain 128) 

 

Adolescent female onryō in Ringu, Dark Water and Ju-on: Black Ghost destabilise the 

patriarchal organisation of the domestic home and of the Japanese family itself. Embodied 

through domestic spaces and objects, including a VHS tape, a bathtub and even an adolescent 

girl, adolescent female onryō in Ringu, Dark Water and Ju-on: Black Ghost render the familial 

home and family uncanny. Her embodiment through the domestic sphere not only fragments 

domestic space but also time. The adolescent female onryō’s temporal fragmentation of the 

domestic sphere results in a present perpetually haunted by the past. Once the adolescent female 

onryō infiltrates the private sphere and enacts her murderous vengeance against Japanese society, 

it is impossible to return to a past in which she remains repressed. The inability to return to a 

repressed past and reinstate patriarchal order within the private sphere results in a present 

haunted by the past and the possibility of a haunted future.  

 

The public sphere and the private sphere exist as two distinct but also innately 

interconnected spheres within Japanese society; the constitution of one depends on that of the 



122 

 

other. As Vivien Burr argues, building on Jacques Derrida’s deconstructive principles, “to give 

anything an identity, to say what it is, is necessarily also to say what it is not. In this sense, 

presence contains absence. That is, to say that a quality is present depends upon implying what is 

also absent” (73). Derrida’s deconstructive principles resonate with the distinction of both the 

private and public spheres within Japanese society. While the private and public spheres are 

noted for their differences from each other, neither can be delineated without the other as its 

point of opposition. The public sphere is demarcated as the realm of men, while the private 

sphere of the familial home is the realm of women. The public sphere (soto) is regarded as 

“profane” (Balmain 128), a space for men who are able to control and master the social demands 

especially within workplaces, which insist on loyalty to work: “Japanese businessmen have been 

working for their companies without holidays or vacations. In Japan, doing business for the sake 

of the company at the cost of one's own private life has been considered to be a virtue” (Hisashi 

Nasu 77). Being able to work without taking time off to spend with one’s own family is 

perceived to be positive virtue for men within the public sphere in Japan. While the public sphere 

is demarcated as the realm of men, it can only be delineated as such through the establishment of 

its opposite, the private sphere (uchi) as the “sacred” realm of women (Balmain 128).  

 

Patriarchal social structures which inform the role of Japanese women within the 

domestic home, and the reasons why women are thought to be best suited to and contained 

within the private sphere, are based upon a combination of “illusion and myth” (Seth Friedman 

par.1).  According to Friedman, the contemporary role and position of women within Japanese 

society and the reasons behind the presumed, inherent link of women to the private sphere in 

contradistinction to the public sphere can be traced to the remnants of the philosophies of 
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Confucianism and Buddhism as well as Samurai-based feudalism (par.3). These institutions are 

“highly discriminatory towards women,” with Confucianism in particular stressing “the pre-

eminence of men over women, stating: ‘A woman is to obey her father as daughter, her husband 

as wife, and her son as aged mother.’” (par.4). Within Japanese society, moreover, the group is 

valued as superior to the individual, a value system derived from Confucianism: 

 

The group, be it a family, or society at large, is greater than the individual, and 

group needs take precedence over individual needs. In practice this means that the 

Japanese define their well-being and sense of accomplishment through the success 

of the group... In addition to the importance of the group, Confucianism 

emphasized the supreme position of the male, and a hierarchical power structure 

for society. (par.3)  

 

The privileging of the group forms the basis of social structures in Japan which shape women’s 

role within the private sphere of the domestic home. The family unit is valued as more important 

as a whole than its individual members (par.3). The experiences of the woman within the familial 

home are relegated to serving the family over her own needs and autonomous identity.  

 

The adolescent female onryō Sadako and Mitsuko from Hideo Nakata’s Ringu and Dark 

Water, as well as Fukie’s unborn twin from Mari Asato’s 2009 Japanese horror film Ju-on: 

Kuroi Shōjo (Ju-on: Black Ghost), unsettle the gendered boundaries of the private sphere and 

render the domestic, familial home uncanny. All three horror films focus on challenging 

anxieties surrounding the collapse of the Japanese family as a bastion of patriarchal social 



124 

 

congruence by featuring adolescent female onryō threats which come from within and dominate 

the domestic “space in which the patriarchal and masculine have no dominant presence” (Wee, 

Japanese Horror Films and their American Remakes 100). Sadako, Mitsuko and Fukie’s unborn 

twin not only inhabit spaces within the familial home, but they also use and are embodied 

through domestic objects and technologies, including a VHS tape, a television set, a bathtub, 

beds and even, in the case of Ju-on: Black Ghost, an adolescent girl. All three adolescent female 

onryō utilize, and in Fukie’s case are themselves, objects tied to the familial home in ways which 

defy narrative coherence, especially for the films’ characters, and favour fragmentation of not 

only narrative logic but also of space, which results in a heightened sense of disorientation. The 

defamiliarization of the domestic sphere through the adolescent female onryō by way of 

domestic objects and media technologies unsettles the perceived stable, normative boundaries of 

the domestic sphere, usurping control from Japanese patriarchal social structures, which not only 

delineate the private sphere as inherently feminine but also as a safe, controlled environment 

where women are domesticated and subservient to men.  

 

In Ringu, Dark Water and Ju-on: Kuroi Shōjo the fragmentation of the Japanese nuclear 

family is situated as a result of an internal rather than an external threat. As Colette Balmain 

argues, the private sphere of the familial home (commonly known as the ‘inside’ or uchi) 

becomes a place and source of both horror and dread (129). While threats to the family and the 

domestic space have typically been associated with the public sphere (commonly referred to as 

the ‘outside’ or soto), in Japanese horror films threats to the family come not from the soto but 

from the uchi, from inside the familial home itself (129). Japanese horror films with a narrative 

focus on the figure of the adolescent female onryō question the presumed patriarchal sanctity of 
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domestic space which shapes women’s experiences within the familial home. Anxieties 

concerning threats to the safe haven of the domestic space of the familial home are echoed by 

Timothy Iles in The Problem of Identity in Contemporary Japanese Horror Films, who argues 

there has been “an assault on the sanctity, the sense of a close-knit family, the Japanese and 

[Japan]…which saw it as a safe country in some way immune to…social ills” (quoted in 

Balmain 168). This assault upon the nuclear Japanese family is perceived as an external threat, 

originating from persons who do not belong to a nuclear family unit and fall outside the safety of 

the familial home. The illusion of Japan as a nation whose “close-knit” families are under attack 

is a patriarchal one (Iles quoted in Balmain 168). The myth of Japan as a bastion of familial 

harmony elides how the patriarchal structuring of the Japanese familial home, as a microcosm of 

Japanese society, shapes the lives of Japanese women, especially mothers, and the domestic 

disturbances which result from that. While the “assault on the sanctity” of the “close-knit family” 

in Japan is perceived as an external threat, this attack is internally derived within Kaidan horror 

films (Iles quoted in Balmain 168). The mentality that Japan is invulnerable to social ills is a 

patriarchal one. In my chosen Kaidan horror films, women who fall outside the bounds of the 

Japanese family unit as well as those within its confines, who cannot or will not fulfill the 

gendered expectations of either mother or daughter become the victims as well as the 

perpetrators of attacks against the family. The return of the adolescent female onryō to the 

familial home and the threat her return poses to “the home as microcosm of society” indicates 

“the persistence of trauma” when it comes to the experience of women within Japanese society 

(128). The adolescent female onryō’s return to the private sphere resonates with Freud’s notion 

of the uncanny and the unheimlich, challenging the notion of the familial home as inherently 

stable and a realm of social stability on the part of the Japanese nuclear family. 
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(Un)Homley Hysteria: The Uncanny, Haunted Houses and Japanese Horror Cinema 

 

In his essay The Uncanny Freud begins his discussion of the concept by discussing and 

defining the word itself. The word ‘uncanny’ is the English translation of the German word 

unheimlich, which literally means ‘unhomely’ in German. Freud notes that the word unheimlich 

comes from the base word heimlich, which means ‘homely’ in German and is defined as 

“belonging to the house, not strange, familiar, tame, intimate, friendly, etc.…belonging to the 

house or the family, or regarded as so belonging” (An Infantile Neurosis and Other Works 219, 

221). In this sense, what is heimlich/homely is connected specifically to the familial home and 

the family. However, Freud also notes that there is one use of heimlich “which is identical with 

its opposite, ‘unheimlich’” (222-223). This crossover in meaning between the heimlich and 

unheimlich includes that which is “concealed, kept from sight, so that others do not get to know 

of or about it, withheld from others” (222-223) This specific, identical crossover in meaning 

between the heimlich and unheimlich is a “reminder that the word ‘heimlich’ is not 

unambiguous, but belongs to two sets of ideas, which, without being contradictory, are yet very 

different: on the one hand it means what is familiar and agreeable, and on the other, what is 

concealed and kept out of sight ” (An Infantile Neurosis and Other Works 222-223). The close 

connection between what is heimlich and what is unheimlich suggests that what was once 

homely and familiar can suddenly become unfamiliar and uncanny. It can also be extrapolated 

that what is unheimlich is not completely opposed to what is heimlich; rather the unheimlich 

comes from within the heimlich: “Unheimlich is in some way or other a sub-species of 

heimlich…the uncanny [unheimlich] is something which is secretly familiar [heimlich-heimisch], 

which has undergone repression and then returned from it” (An Infantile Neurosis and Other 
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Works 225, 244). This idea of the uncanny as that which is familiar but repressed, to ultimately 

return and disturb the present is linked to Freud’s notion of the return of the repressed. 

According to Freud, that which is repressed includes desires which fall outside the normal 

bounds of what is accepted within a given society, which a person will repress in order to 

function within that society, However, repressed material eventually returns, if not directly then 

in the forms of symptoms or uncanny manifestations. Furthermore, the definition of heimlich as 

“concealed, kept from sight” and “belonging to the house” also raises important correlations 

between the socially hidden and domesticity, especially within a Japanese context. 

 

Within the Japanese socio-cultural landscape, the notion of the uncanny is interesting to 

consider in relation to the private sphere. As Freud argues, the uncanny comes from that which is 

homely (heimlich), that which is known and associated with belonging to the home and the 

family but has been repressed “and then returned from it” (An Infantile Neurosis and Other 

Works 219, 221). The idea that the uncanny emanates from the familial home resonates with the 

prevalence of domestic violence in Japan as well as the secrecy associated with reporting such 

violence. Yukiko Tsunoda in her article “Japanese Women Confront Domestic Violence” 

explains that domestic violence within the familial household is a commonplace, a hidden daily 

occurrence in Japan which is not only underreported but also not taken seriously by Japanese 

society at large:  

 

In Japan, domestic violence is so pervasive that it is considered a normal part of 

marriage, never recognized as a serious social problem, and lacking even an 

appropriate term in the Japanese language. Moreover, battered women have been 
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deprived of any social institution where they can confront domestic 

violence…[d]omestic violence has long been considered a matter between 

spouses alone, so that in order to respect marital privacy, neither the government 

nor the society should intervene in such disputes. (par. 11,24) 

 

Moreover, domestic violence has been and still continues to be viewed in Japan as something 

that only happens in Western countries, with the notion of domestic violence as a problem “not 

even exist[ing] in the Japanese language” until the mid-1990s (par.6). More recently, in 2017 

Mizuho Aoki reported in an article for The Japan Times that Japanese women who are victims of 

physical and sexual abuse at the hands of their domestic partners tend to keep such abuse secret 

and do not report it to the police (par.1). The very notion of domestic violence existing as a 

widespread social issue within Japan challenges Japanese nationalism, which asserts “patriarchal 

privilege within marriage” (Balmain 145). Tadashi Nakamura asserts that Japanese men, who are 

taught to suppress their feelings, will lash out violently against their wives when faced with 

challenging situations within the domestic home, which is their “only ‘fort’ for safely 

reconfirming their masculine identity and ‘men’s’ pride’ (otoko no koken),” especially when a 

woman’s subservient role within the household is brought into question (168). Such domestic 

disturbances involving spousal violence against women within the familial home, which often 

remain hidden within its walls, resonates with Freud’s notion of the uncanny and the heimlich. 

Violence against Japanese women within the confines of the ‘safe’ and homely domestic sphere 

is uncanny, as the threat arises not from outside the walls of the home but from within it. The 

uncanny nature of domestic violence as a familiar but socially unacknowledged practice 

challenges not only the patriarchal structuring of the domestic sphere and women’s ‘sacred’ role 
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within it, but also the notion of the private realm as an immutable bastion of Japanese domestic 

social harmony.  

 

The notion of the familial home as that from which the uncanny originates not only is 

evidenced by the pervasiveness of domestic violence in Japan but is also evinced in the liminal 

isolation of single mothers within Japanese society, and the anxieties which come from such 

isolation. As discussed in Chapter Two, single mothers in Japan face a multitude of 

disadvantages, legal and social, resulting from institutionalized patriarchal stigma within a 

society that is entrenched in traditionalist Japanese family values, especially when it comes to 

ideals of motherhood. The disadvantages and anxieties which single mothers in Japan face also 

emanate from within the private sphere and manifest as uncanny, isolating resonances. When the 

single mother and her child break free from the restrictive confines of Japanese society’s 

totalizing ideals of motherhood and leave the familial private home to construct a new one 

outside of patriarchal bounds, they find not only freedom from those restrictive patriarchal but 

also an isolating lack of support. Once freed from the private/public patriarchal nexus of 

Japanese society, the single mother’s private sphere becomes wholly isolated without any public 

sphere to differentiate itself from and hold the private sphere in place. Thus, the single mother’s 

private sphere exists in an uncanny state of instability. The lack of a public sphere to stabilize the 

single mother’s private sphere links back to Derrida’s deconstructive principles, as without a 

public sphere to differentiate itself from and set boundaries, uncanny disturbances start to arise 

from within the private sphere, bringing to the surface the maternal anxieties associated with 

being a single mother in Japan without an institutional support system.  
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Ringu, Dark Water and Ju-on: Black Ghost are Japanese horror films which are informed 

in their representation of adolescent female onryō by not only maternal anxieties concerning the 

gendering of the familial home but also patriarchal anxieties concerning the disintegration of the 

family unit in Japan. Ringu, Dark Water and Ju-on, in their exploration of and challenge to the 

gendering of the private sphere, draw specifically upon the haunted house template, a narrative 

trope which is found in both Western and Japanese horror films. In the Western, specifically 

American, horror film genre the haunted house narrative trope dates back to the silent film era in 

Hollywood (Thomas Schatz 88). Renditions of the trope continue to be produced with the most 

recent including James Wan’s 2013 The Conjuring. American haunted house horror films focus 

primarily upon both the domestic sphere and female psychological disturbances, especially 

hysteria, encapsulated in films such as Robert Wise’s The Haunting (1963), Michael Winner’s 

The Sentinel (1977) and The Conjuring. These films focus on figurations of hysterical women 

who are haunted within the confines of a familial home which refuses to let them go, trapping 

them inside. These films play upon the hysterical woman-in-peril motif, as it is women who are 

targeted by the house primarily, which acts as a malevolent force under the control of ghosts (in 

the case of The Haunting and The Conjuring) or demons and the devil (in the case of The 

Sentinel). In the case of The Sentinel the lead female protagonist Alison Parker is characterized 

as highly neurotic model who finds herself under attack in her new apartment by demons. It is 

revealed she has been chosen, because of her previous suicide attempts, to guard the gateway to 

hell, which is in her apartment complex. Made hysterical by demons and male priests urging her 

to become the new gateway guardian, Alison finally acquiesces to their demands. Once 

accepting the position as gateway guardian, Alison becomes a silent sentinel, free of the hysteria 

she was once driven to but also blind and unable to leave her post. In the end, in order to stop the 



131 

 

haunting, Alison must give in to the patriarchal demands of the priests. In the case of American 

haunted house horror films, female protagonists are driven mad by ghosts and demons within 

their own homes. Japanese horror films which feature the haunted house narrative trope, on the 

other hand, focus more on the house as woman herself. 

 

In the Japanese horror film genre, the narrative trope of the haunted house is found most 

prominently in Kiyoshi Kurosawa’s 1989 Suwīto hōmu (Sweet Home). Sweet Home provides the 

prototype for the anamorphic, intentionally distorted haunted house within Japanese horror films 

(Balmain 133). The film’s narrative focuses on a television crew who visit the forgotten mansion 

of fictional renowned artist Ichiro Mamiya to search for his forgotten masterpiece, which is 

rumoured to have been hidden inside the house after his death. The crew soon discover that the 

house is not what it seems, as they are besieged by a malevolent force which they discover to be 

the onryō of Mamiya’s dead wife, Lady Mamiya. The film’s female onryō, Lady Mamiya, not 

only occupies the haunted mansion, but she is both symbolically and literally the mansion itself. 

She uses the mansion, its interior, and objects within the domestic space to confront the 

television crew. The mansion in the film is a variant of what Carol Clover refers to as the 

“terrible place,” which she defines as a “venerable element of horror…walls that promise to keep 

the killer out quickly become, once the killer penetrates them, the walls that hold the victim in” 

(31). Haunted house horror films such as Sweet Home expose the vulnerability at the heart of the 

domestic space, the family itself, critiquing the gendered nature of the space and the roles 

women are expected to fulfill within it. While the domestic home is thought to be safe place, a 

refuge for the family, closed off from threats from outside, the family home is vulnerable to 

threats from within its own walls, especially when the family locks itself within its confines.  
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In Sweet Home the television crew which invades Lady Mamiya’s home, both literally by 

trespassing into the seemingly abandoned home and symbolically by invading Lady Mamiya’s 

‘body’, is targeted by her onryō. Lady Mamiya attacks the crew as they are an outside threat to 

her domination of the private realm. Japanese horror films also frequently ally the architectural 

dimensions, objects and substances of the home with the female onryō. It is revealed that Lady 

Mamiya became one with the familial home after the death of her child. Stricken by 

overwhelming grief, which led to her own death, her onryō fused with the home. McRoy asserts 

that the association of the home with a female onryō in Japanese horror films “seems particularly 

appropriate when one considers the dominant societal coding of the domestic realm as feminine” 

in Japanese society (Japanese Horror Cinema 3). Lady Mamiya is embodied through the 

uncanny space of the house, its anthropomorphized objects and changes in the texture of the 

home.  For example, while excavating Ichiro Mamiya’s forgotten fresco, four more frescos 

suddenly appear on the surrounding walls depicting horrific scenes of burning bodies and dead 

babies. In another scene, Emi, the director’s daughter, while searching for a missing crew 

member, finds herself besieged by Lady Mamiya’s ghost, who uses distorted shadows which 

have no identifiable source to scare Emi. Lady Mamiya also uses distorted shadows to 

mysteriously burn Ryō in half as a shadow of a woman slowly creeps across and eventually 

engulfs an entire room. Similarly, the embodiment of the adolescent female onryō through 

spaces and objects within the familial home in Dark Water, Ringu, Ju-rei and Ju-on offers a 

critique of the patriarchal structuring of the private sphere and women’s role within it. Rather 

than becoming one with the home, as Lady Mamiya does because of her own maternal grief, the 

adolescent female onryō becomes one with home in order to challenge its patriarchal structuring 
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and assert grievances against the relegation of women to the private sphere.  

 

The Dreadful Domestic: The Embodiment of the Adolescent Female Onryō Through Domestic 

Spaces and Objects in Dark Water  

 

In Dark Water the adolescent female onryō Mitsuko does not simply haunt an apartment 

building; rather, she is the apartment building itself. Literally and symbolically, Mitsuko’s onryō 

is materialized and embodied through the architecture and objects within the building. The 

representation of Mitsuko as house in Dark Water directly calls upon the narrative trope of the 

anthropomorphic haunted house in Japanese horror cinema. The space of and objects within 

Yoshimi and Ikuko’s apartment as well as their apartment building take on the characteristics, 

emotions and form of Mitsuko in ways which assert her desires and grievances. The 

anthropomorphic nature of Yoshimi and Ikuko’s apartment renders the mother and daughter’s 

familial spaces both unstable and uncanny, as the threat emanates from within the space itself, 

which explores Yoshimi’s maternal anxieties as a single mother arising from not only the 

relegation of women to the private sphere but also the lack of a public sphere to balance out and 

provide institutional support for Yoshimi’s independence. As I have argued, the single mother’s 

private realm, while freed from the private/public nexus of Japanese patriarchal society, lacks a 

public sphere to differentiate itself from and is thus isolated. This is certainly true of Yoshimi’s 

private sphere, as her home with Ikuko is situated on the outskirts of Tokyo, isolated from the 

city and almost all public life. With no public sphere to hold the single mother’s isolated private 

sphere in place, Yoshimi’s new familial home is in a state of constant destabilization. The 
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adolescent onryō Mitsuko seizes upon this dislocated private sphere of Yoshimi’s home, fusing 

herself with the destabilized familial space and anthropomorphised objects within that space.  

 

Dark Water’s uncanny use of the mise-en-scene within Ikuko and Yoshimi’s apartment 

draws attention to the dissolution of the demarcations associated with the domestic sphere. As 

Nina Martin asserts, Dark Water investigates and emphasizes the “interconnections between 

architectural space, femininity, and…anxiety, where buildings and settings…stand in as physical 

manifestations of female subjectivity” (2). The anxiety which Martin refers to is maternal within 

the film, as it concerns one’s role as a single mother within the uncannily isolated private sphere 

and the desire for mothering on the part of the child, which drives the characters’ actions within 

the film, especially those of Yoshimi and Mitsuko. The bathroom and bathtub are of particular 

importance to Mitsuko’s embodiment, as she anthropomorphically materialised through both in 

ways which play upon notions of maternal anxiety, femininity and domesticity. 

 

Children, especially female children, learn from toddlerhood the demarcations of their 

relationship to interior and exterior spaces, the coding of their bodies and the ‘proper’ 

organisation of their bodily functions (Fiona Carson 244). One of the main spaces and objects in 

which female children learn the coding of their bodies within the home is the bathroom and the 

bathtub, respectively. A number of critical scenes in Dark Water are centred in or around the 

bathroom and in the bath itself. In one scene Yoshimi instructs Ikuko to thoroughly brush her 

teeth and pretends to be Ikuko’s new teacher, instructing her on how to properly introduce 

herself to her new classmates. They both practice this introduction in front of the bathroom 
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mirror,  

 

Yoshimi: ‘Everyone, I’d like to introduce our new friend, Ikuko Matsubara.’ 

Ikuko: ‘Hi, I’m Ikuko Matsubara.’ 

Yoshimi: ‘I think we can do better than that!’ 

Ikuko: ‘All right! Pleased to meet you!’ 

Yoshimi: ‘Nice Job!’   

 

In a later scene, Yoshimi and Ikuko spend time together in the bathroom, washing up. While 

Yoshimi relaxes in the tub, Ikuko soaps herself, ready for her turn in the bath. When Yoshimi 

leaves Ikuko alone in the bath to wash herself, she hears Ikuko talking to someone whom 

Yoshimi believes to be an imaginary friend. Ikuko tells Yoshimi that her friend’s name is 

Mitsuko and that she loves the bath and doesn’t want to ever leave. This interplay between 

womanhood, childhood, the bath and the bathroom reaches its climax in the scene where 

Mitsuko tries to drown Ikuko in the bathtub. Driven by maternal anxiety to protect Ikuko from 

Mitsuko and fulfil her duty to be a good mother, Yoshimi, leaving Ikuko alone in their 

apartment, goes to look for Mitsuko, whom she believes to be still living in the apartment 

building. All alone in the apartment Ikuko hears water running out of the bath tap, which has 

turned itself on. She watches from the doorway as water pours out of the tap into the bath. Ikuko 

tries, in vain, to turn off the bath tap, as it coughs out amber water. As the water starts to 

overflow from and bubble in the tub, Ikuko hesitantly stares into the water’s depths. The space 

and object in which she used to be cleansed and find stable assurance of her identity, as a 
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growing female, is turned abjectly uncanny. The camera faces the bath from behind Ikuko’s 

head, as she looks into its depths. Suddenly, Mitsuko reaches out of the tub and with two 

decayed, green hands grabs Ikuko’s head and pulls her face into the water. This scene ends with 

the image of Ikuko, desperately trying to release herself from Mitsuko’s grasp, banging her 

hands against the edge of the tub, her screams for help muffled by the water which fills her 

mouth. Rather than providing a safe space of feminine as well as familial domesticity, the 

bathroom and by extension the bathtub bring forth an abject and violent articulation of not only 

domesticity but also female adolescence. Mitsuko returns from a repressed past to violently 

attack not just Ikuko but the present itself, rupturing the safe domestic realm and endangering the 

future. 

 

The interior space of the bathroom and the object of the bath in the film, as 

interconnected domestic entities, articulate both a sense of protection and re-affirmation, as well 

as a sense of destabilization. Fiona Carson argues that  

 

This process of de-familiarization of a familiar object, a dark and womb-like 

interior space which arouses ambiguous feelings of comfort and fear, is redolent 

with the characteristics of the Freudian uncanny… abstracted, purified and made 

strange, the private feminine space of the domestic interior… the coziness of the 

familiar and homely is so easily transformed into its less appealing opposite (247-

248) 
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The domestic object of the bath and the space of the bathroom have conventionally been seen as 

spaces and objects not only with cleanliness, but also with “innocent play and family bonding” 

(Nelson 9). In the film these objects and spaces – once stable, safe places in which Ikuko learned 

from her mother how, as a girl, she should construct her identity, both inside and outside the 

home, and wash away the filth attached to her bodily functions – become sites through which the 

abject resurfaces after being washed away. Instead of being a space where Ikuko can maintain a 

patriarchal construction of her body and herself, the bathroom poses a threat to such 

construction.  

 

In Dark Water, the bathroom and bathtub are spaces and objects in or through which the 

present merges with the past, birthing articulations of womanhood which challenge patriarchal 

constructions of Japanese womanhood. As Ramie Tateishi argues, 

 

The notion of horror implied in [a] buried/forgotten past is that the remnants of 

yesterday may turn vengeful as a consequence of being denied, ignored, or 

otherwise erased. In sharp contrast to the response of nostalgia…this mode of 

horror gains its resonance from the position that the past does not simply rest 

beneath the layer of the modern — it actively forces its way through this layer and 

strikes back (296). 

 

Tateishi’s assertion about a buried past which returns directly calls upon Freud’s notion of the 

return of the repressed. Mitsuko’s onryō returns again and again from a repressed past to actively 

challenge the present. Furthermore, the notion of a past which has been repressed returning also 
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connects to Freud’s idea of Nachträglichkeit, translated in English as ‘afterwardsness’. Teresa de 

Lauretis summarizes the notion of Nachträglichkeit as a “mode of belated understanding or 

retroactive attribution of…traumatic meaning to earlier events... [from the German word] 

Nachträglichkeit, translated as deferred action, retroaction, après-coup, afterwardsness” (118). 

The notion that a traumatic past memory, which is repressed only to resurface and be reproduced 

in the present brings forth the idea of temporality. Mitsuko’s onryō, as a figure of 

‘afterwardsness,’ refuses to be ignored. Her murderous vengeance against Japanese society, 

which repeatedly reminds the living of her traumatic past, utilises temporalities which bring the 

past into the present and, potentially, into the future. Because Yoshimi’s private sphere has no 

public sphere to differentiate itself from, this allows not only the adolescent onryō to become the 

destabilized domestic, but also opens up possibilities for temporal destabilization. Mitsuko 

subversion of normative temporalities results in the past and future existing at the same time 

within the present. Her return as an adolescent female onryō constantly brings back and repeats 

her past trauma within the space of the present, threatening to result in a future which is 

inherently tied to and dictated by an inability to deal with a traumatic past. The idea of 

adolescent female onryō as entities which cause the shifting of temporalities within the present as 

a means to critique the gendering of the private sphere is a central aspect of not only Dark Water 

but also Ringu.  

 

Televised Terror: Television, VHS and the Uncanny in Ringu 

 

Ryuji: ‘[Sadako] killed a man just by willing him dead. That’s power of a 

different order from her mother.’ 
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Reiko: ‘So that video…’ 

Ryuji: ‘It’s not of this world. It’s Sadako’s…rage” 

 

Ringu opens in media res as two Japanese high school students discuss the existence of a 

haunted VHS tape. The opening scene of the film plays with temporality by presenting an 

analepsis and a repeating prolepsis, concurrently narrating what has happened and what will 

repeatedly happen throughout the course of the film and, presumably, after the film’s ending. As 

Brian Jarvis asserts, the opening sequence of the film is both “before and after” (1). In Ringu, the 

relationship between the past and the present, and even the future, is not fixed or stable. The 

present is confronted throughout the film with realities of the past which were once repressed. 

The future is shaped by the past and those repressed realities in the film. This interplay between 

the past, present and the future is tied to female identity in the film, especially that of female 

adolescent onryō Sadako. Furthermore, as Jeffrey Olick argues, female identity within the film is 

“made neither wholly in the past nor in the present, but in the continual struggle between them” 

(28). Ringu produces “a charged circuit of connections between ghost[s], young women and … 

[domestic] technology” (1). In the pre-digital, analog era in which Ringu is set, “all televisions 

were haunted, at least in technical terms, by ghosting: eerie…images produced by distorted 

analogue signals” (3). In Ringu, Sadako’s uses a VHS tape to transmit her curse and vengeance 

against Japanese society. The technological means through which her VHS tape is experienced, 

the television, and the tape itself are permeable membranes as they allow not only Sadako’s 

curse to be transmitted to whoever is viewing her tape, but they also make it possible for Sadako 

to move from within the screen of the television into the domestic realm of the familial home. 

The television, in this way, acts as a portal between the ghost world of Sadako and the domestic 
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space. That which disturbs the ‘safe’ order and sanctity of the home in Ringu does not emanate 

from outside its walls but from within, from the television itself, a domestic media technology. 

As a portal for Sadako to enter into the private realm of multiple familial homes, the television 

facilitates the return of Sadako’s repressed past into the present over and over again through the 

playback of her cursed VHS tape. The return of the repressed past in this way, as Freud argues, 

enacts a form of ‘afterwardness’ in that by continually reproducing Sadako’s curse and Sadako 

herself from the past within present time and potentially into the future, logical narrative 

temporality is destabilised. As domestic analog media technologies, the television and the VHS 

tape in Ringu, through their destabilizing temporal transmission of Sadako’s curse, challenge the 

patriarchal structuring of the private sphere and the role of women within it by exposing and 

continually reproducing a repressed past which calls into question the familial home as a bastion 

of domestic harmony within Japan.  

 

The adolescent female onryō Sadako manifests herself and her vengeance through media. 

Both the VHS tape and the television are media objects connected to the domestic sphere, due in 

part to the analogue physicality of their existence as well as their status as commercial 

technologies created for domestic consumption and use. This is evidenced in the acronym VHS, 

which stands for Video Home System. The private sale of personal video recording technology 

in the early 1980s in Japan marked an important moment in the sale and consumption of video 

recording equipment for personal use by the Japanese public. Kickstarted in 1983 by the sale of 

the first consumer-level camcorder in Japan, SONY’s Betamovie BMC-100P, the production and 

consumption of personalised home video content became an important part of capturing and 

preserving familial memories for Japanese families. The private sale of VCRs as well as VHS 
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tapes, which one can use to transfer and watch footage recorded on personal camcorders, further 

expanded the private, domestic consumption of media technology in Japan. The growing 

ownership and use of camcorders, VCR and VHS tapes by Japanese citizens to record, preserve 

and watch familial memories engrained media technologies as domestic objects central to the 

reinforcement of domestic harmony within the Japanese private sphere.  

 

The VHS tape, as a primary means of recording and re-watching important familial 

moments, enacts an important cultural and social function (José Van Dijck, “Mediated 

Memories: Personal Cultural Memory as Object of Cultural Analysis” 271). José Van Dijck 

argues that the VHS tape and similar domestic media technologies are what she terms “mediated 

memory objects”: “Mediated memories are the activities and objects we produce and appropriate 

by means of media technologies, for creating and re-creating a sense of past, present, and future 

of ourselves” (Van Dijck, Mediated Memories in the Digital Age 21). Mediated memory objects, 

such as the VHS tape, are often perceived to capture the positive memories that families and 

society wish to remember in affirming a fixed understanding of the family as a microcosm of 

society. Mediated memory objects are considered to be unique and irreplaceable because of their 

important social function of affirming a stable perception of domestic familial life: “mediated 

memory objects…carry an intense material preciousness…the loss of these items is often 

equated to the loss of identity, of…history” (Van Dijck, Mediated Memories in the Digital Age 

35). Van Dijck is careful to point out that mediated memory objects, although cherished as a 

means through which to reaffirm a fixed, often positive, perception of the domestic family, are 

not immune to corruption:  
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Media, on the one hand, are considered aids to human memory, while on the other 

they get conceived as a threat to the purity of remembrance. As an artificial 

prosthesis they can free the brain of unnecessary burdens…as a replacement they 

can corrupt memory. Media are thus paradoxically defined as invaluable yet 

insidious tools for memory. (“Mediated Memories: Personal Cultural Memory as 

Object of Cultural Analysis” 271-272) 

 

While central to the contemporary family’s means of capturing and reliving the past, Van Dijck 

asserts mediated memory objects, such as the VHS tape, can become corrupted signals of the 

uncanny nature of domestic technology. Reproducibility, especially in regards to the notion of 

the return of a repressed past, is a key feature of the VHS tape and it is in the playback of the 

VHS tape that uncanny differences can occur and even call into question the content which has 

been captured.  

 

The uncanny reproducibility of Sadako’s manifestation through the VHS tape and the 

television, as well as the copying of the videotape, destabilize the patriarchal ordering of the 

domestic space. The television’s connection to the home by an electrical, umbilical cord 

intrinsically links it to the familial home. In this sense, the home symbolically provides the ‘life-

blood’ for television. In turn, the television provides the ‘life-blood’ for the VHS tape, as without 

a television, and also a VCR, the contents of the tape cannot be played back. The domestic 

connection between the television, VHS tape and the familial home in relation to the function of 

Sadako’s VHS tape in Ringu reveals the uncanny nature of both domestic objects in the private 

sphere as well as the home itself.  Ringu undermines the presumed static nature and positive 
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domestic affirmation of the VHS tape for Japanese families, since Sadako uses the mediated 

memory object of the VHS tape in ways which do not play back positive moments of familial 

togetherness. Rather, Sadako replays instances from the past which expose female 

disempowerment and repression within the private sphere. As Jeffrey Weinstock claims, 

 

Ghosts indicate that beneath the surface of a received history, there lurks another 

narrative, an untold story that calls into question the veracity of the authorized 

version of events…[when] ghosts…return to correct history… privileged 

narratives are…open to contestation (5). 

 

History which has been repressed, specifically Sadako’s, is exposed through her VHS tape 

through its repeated playback and reproduction. Her cursed VHS tape ‘pulls back the curtain’ on 

the uncanny domestic disturbances at the heart of the private sphere, providing a corrective, 

rather than a disruptive, perspective of the private sphere, specifically its history. Sadako’s VHS 

tape replaces constructed, positive notions of Japanese familial harmony within the private 

sphere with horrific images of monstrous Japanese womanhood, the result of a patriarchal 

society which relegates women to the confines of the private sphere.  

 

Sadako’s cursed videotape is uncanny and confronts the contemporary with repressed 

realities because of the VHS tape’s inherent connection to the past and its reproducibility. 

Balmain in her analysis of Ringu argues that “the videotape…embodies contemporary anxieties 

in that it is technology through which the repressed past reasserts itself” (170). As a media form 

which quite literally shows the past to its viewers, the VHS tape already involves itself in a 
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process of re-presenting the past over and over again.  Sadako uses the VHS tape’s link to the 

past as well as its status as a mediated memory object to her own advantage, defying narrative 

logic. As Valarie Wee argues, Sadako’s cursed VHS tape features “the dominance of…mood 

over coherence” as well as “form over narrative” (Japanese Horror Films and their American 

Remakes 82). The cursed tape features vague images, which are never fully explained in terms of 

how they fit into the film’s overall narrative. In one part of the tape a woman is shown, reflected 

in a mirror on a wall, combing her hair and in the next shot we see a young girl, standing alone 

reflected in a similar mirror on the same wall, her hair covering her face. We also see an aged 

well in the middle of what seems to be a clearing in a deserted wood. We can infer that these 

fragmented images are related to Sadako and her mother, but it is never stated that those images 

are of them nor is it ever explained what the meaning behind the images actually is. It is 

suggested through the overall uncanny tone of the tape, which is heightened by the high-pitched 

screeching violin on the tape’s soundtrack along with the ambiguous, fragmented images, that 

the tape does carry a nefarious message which is unable to be fully explained, especially when it 

comes to the two women shown. The incoherent and fragmentary nature of the videotape favours 

emotion over reason, invoking an indiscernible anxiety about its meaning and consequences 

when watching it. Rather than contorting the television and VHS tape into a source of the 

uncanny, Sadako exposes such domestic media technology as inherently uncanny in and of itself. 

Through the tape’s ambiguous representation of women who defy identification, Sadako usurps 

control over the domestic space by turning the known into the unknown within the familial 

home, drawing attention to the uncanny nature of the private sphere itself.  

 

The copying of Sadako’s uncanny VHS tape in the film imbues the tape with the 
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reproductive capabilities of women. As Benson-Allott states, Sadako’s cursed VHS tape “is 

pregnant with a reminder” of a repressed past (18). The idea of Sadako’s tape being pregnant 

with a repressed past links with the notion of the tape providing an uncanny means of 

reproduction. As Benson-Allot argues, “to survive Sadako’s curse is to go maternal, to copy her 

tape and create a fleet of murderous…children” (13). The idea of “going maternal” by harnessing 

a mode of uncanny reproduction by copying Sadako’s tape and creating a “fleet” of VHS tapes 

bearing her curse highlights anxieties concerning the loss of patriarchal control over women, 

especially the ability of women to determine not only their own reproductive futures but 

identities within Japanese society (13). The bonding of uncanny technology especially with the 

reproductive capabilities of women in the film expresses the fear in Japanese patriarchal society 

of out-of-control and uncanny reproduction. The copying of the videotape “represents an audio-

visual crisis, a break down in…order,” not only technological order but also the patriarchal order 

(13). As previously stated, the VHS tape itself is an uncanny domestic technology. Rather than a 

stable mediated memory object, immune to corruption by outside forces, every time Sadako’s 

tape is played back and/or copied again onto another VHS tape for further dissemination, the 

possibility for change which is not controlled by the person copying it arises. Change is possible 

when the tape is copied and played back because of the nature of the VHS tape itself, which is 

prone to magnetic tape deterioration and tape slippage, causing instability in the images on the 

tape and skipping of images, respectively.  This possibility for change because of the tape’s 

reproducibility means that the content of the tape, its images and meaning, is constantly in flux, 

further calling into question the function of mediated memory objects within the domestic 

sphere. When Reiko discovers that Ryuji has been killed by Sadako’s tape, which places Yoichi 

next in line to be killed, she realizes she can eternally defer Sadako’s curse by copying it. By 
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reproducing a copy of the tape for her father to watch, Reiko utilizes the uncanny nature of this 

domestic technology. Sadako’s curse cannot be contained to a singular entity if one is to survive; 

instead, it must be reproduced over and over again. Reiko, by copying Sadako’s tape, actually 

helps Sadako’s curse and Sadako herself to proliferate. By trying to usurp Sadako’s power, 

Reiko inadvertently insures her power and her continued attack on patriarchal Japanese society. 

The reproducibility of Sadako’s tape challenges the patriarchal ordering of the domestic home. 

Furthermore, the reasons behind Sadako’s death are never fully acknowledged or dealt with, 

which leads to the eternal deferment of Sadako’s curse. This results in the uncanny nature of the 

familial home, as the potential for the uncanny to erupt again is heightened each time it is 

repressed by reproducing another of Sadako’s cursed tapes.  

 

Ringu and Dark Water, with their focus on uncanny and destabilized familial spaces and 

objects within the domestic sphere, provide allegorical tales which draw attention to the inherent 

disquiet concerning the role of women within Japanese society. This innate disquiet lingers, 

repressed, just beneath the semblance of patriarchal control over the private sphere, ready to 

return at any moment and shatter it. Ju-on takes this allegory to the next level, by focusing on the 

figure of the child itself, situating an adolescent daughter as the site of uncanny domestic 

disturbances within the private sphere.  

 

The Evil Within: The Adolescent Girl as the Uncanny Domestic in Ju-on: Black Ghost 

 

Ju-on: Black Ghost features an adolescent female onryō, much like Dark Water and 

Ringu, who after dying seeks to take revenge not only on those she believes are directly 
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responsible for her death, but on society at large, choosing victims who also happen to cross 

paths with her, at random. However, unlike like Dark Water and Ringu the adolescent female 

onryō in Ju-on: Black Ghost does not manifest her need for acknowledgement through uncanny 

domestic spaces or media technologies; rather, she is located within a living adolescent female. 

The uncanny domestic threat manifests from within a child, a figure of futurity within Japanese 

society and an important figure for the stability of the nuclear family unit. Ju-on: Black Ghost 

was produced to coincide with and celebrate the tenth anniversary of Takashi Shimizu’s Ju-on 

(known as The Grudge in English) Japanese horror film franchise. Starting with made-for-

television short horror films Katasumi and 4444444444, the Ju-on series of films, including both 

the Japanese originals and their American remakes, revolve around uncanny domestic 

disturbances resulting from a curse originally connected to the deaths of Kayako Saeki and her 

son Toshi at the hands of Kayako’s husband Takeo, who believed Kayako to be having an affair. 

After violently murdering Kayako and presumably their son Toshi and hiding their bodies within 

the family home where he killed them, a powerful curse is manifested which turns Kayako and 

Toshi into onryō. According to the film’s mythos, because of the violent way in those in the 

franchise die, a grudge so powerful on the part of the initial victims manifests them into onryō 

and curses the place in which they died. Anyone who comes into contact with that place is killed 

by the rage-filled onryō who died there. The family home and the family itself as the site of 

uncanny domestic disturbances play the central role within the Ju-on horror film franchise. Ju-

on: Black Ghost makes use of tropes within the franchise, yet as I have stated, situates the 

uncanny domestic threat within that of an adolescent girl.  
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Ju-on: Black Ghost focuses on adolescent girl Fukie Yokota and her family, who, rather 

than being an example of a harmonious nuclear family within Japanese society, are deeply 

flawed. Fukie’s mother, Kiwako and father, Ayano, are unhappily married and argue in front of 

Fukie constantly. Ayano is also revealed to be cheating on Kiwako with one of his co-workers. 

Furthermore, Kiwako and her sister, Mariko, have a strained relationship. Familial relationships 

within Ju-on: Black Ghost are sites of discontent, which is heightened by Fukie’s condition and 

brings attention to the domestic space and specifically the family itself as an uncanny site of 

discontent and destabilised gender roles. At the start of the film Fukie is discovered by one of her 

classmates while she is having a seizure, after which her mother is called to take her home. 

While the school nurse brushes off the event as a case of simple anemia, Fukie has another 

seizure at home, screaming at the top of her lungs before suddenly falling to the ground in a brief 

seizure, as her parents argue in front of her about dinner. After taking Fukie to the hospital, 

Kiwako is told that Fukie’s seizures are the result of psychic disturbances as a result of a 

stressful family environment. However, after a hypnosis session ends with Fukie once again 

having a seizure and screaming in pain, it is found Fukie has a cyst, the remainder of Fukie's 

unborn female twin who was absorbed into Fukie’s body while in the womb. After Fukie’s 

seizure during the hypnosis session Kiwako comes to realize that it is the unborn twin inside 

Fukie causing her daughter’s illness, as when Kiwako ran to Fukie’s side after the seizure, Fukie 

suddenly grabbed her hand asking her, “Why didn’t you give birth to me?” before fainting. 

While Fukie’s unborn twin was subsumed into Fukie, she did not cease to exist; rather, she was 

resurrected as an onryō within Fukie’s own body. Much like the Saeki house of the Ju-on 

franchise, Fukie’s unborn female twin’s ‘grudge’ at not being born proved so powerful she 
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became an onryō and cursed the place in which the died, Fukie’s own body, which she 

eventually uses to attack and kill the family she was not born into.  

 

Situating the body of a female adolescent as the site of the domestic uncanny challenges 

the importance of the child within the private sphere in reinforcing the patriarchal structure of the 

familial home. What results due to the uncanny rendering of an adolescent girl’s body is a 

violent domesticity, where those within the ‘safe’ domestic realm become the victims and 

perpetrators of violence against Japanese society. Kiwako pleads with her estranged sister, 

Mariko, who is a spiritualist and practices Shintoism, to try and expel the unborn twin’s onryō 

from Fukie’s body. Mariko agrees and performs an exorcism ritual on Fukie. During the 

exorcism scene the uncanny nature of Fukie’s condition is physically shown, her stomach 

distending and contorting in unnatural ways until the face of the unborn twin emerges from her 

stomach, crying out in rage from beneath Fukie’s skin. This renders Fukie’s body not only 

physically abject, but also heightens the uncanny nature of Fukie’s status as an adolescent girl. 

The notion that a parent’s own child can suddenly become an unfamiliar figure, challenges not 

only how parents think of their children but how Japanese society perceives children as central to 

a harmonious nuclear family. The onryō of Fukie’s dead twin destabilizes the static patriarchal 

structure of the private realm and the roles of family members within it. Out of a figure central to 

the patriarchal structuring of the private sphere and the nuclear family, the repressed past can 

return at any time. In this case, the repressed past is Fukie’s unborn twin who lingers, quite 

literally, beneath the surface, waiting for an opportunity to break free, an opportunity she finds 

and takes. While Mariko and Kiwako believe the exorcism to be a success in expelling the onryō 

of Fukie’s unborn twin, they have instead expelled Fukie’s spirit from her own body, allowing 
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the twin to take control over Fukie’s body and setting her loose to murder those she holds 

responsible for her death. 

 

The return of the Yokota family’s repressed past in Ju-on: Black Ghost, in the form of 

Fukie’s unborn twin explores maternal anxiety regarding the domestic space and her role as 

primary caregiver for children within that space. Fukie’s father is almost entirely absent from 

events surrounding Fukie’s ‘illness,’ instead spending the majority of his time concerned with his 

female co-worker, whom he is trying to seduce. It is up to Fukie’s mother, and other maternal 

figures including Mariko, to care for and try and rid Fukie of her unborn twin’s onryō. As 

previously stated, Kiwako’s marriage is falling apart and as Fukie proceeds to become sicker, she 

becomes isolated fully from her husband and distressed under the weight of trying to find a cure 

for Fukie. Kiwako confides in her sister that she feels that it is her fault that Fukie is ill and that 

her twin died in the womb. When doctors at the hospital cannot cure Fukie and Mariko’s 

exorcism inadvertently allows Fukie’s unborn twin onryō to take over her body, the situation 

becomes too much for Kiwako to handle. Isolated within the domestic sphere and her daughter’s 

body now overtaken by the unborn twin onryō, Kiwako comes to believe that the only way to 

save her family and fulfill her role within the private sphere, as a mother, is to kill herself along 

with Fukie’s unborn twin by throwing herself and Fukie’s body off the roof of the hospital. 

Ultimately, Kiwako embraces a totalizing notion of motherhood, literally giving her life for her 

child. This totalizing representation of motherhood on Kiwako’s part is uncanny. While Kiwako 

does eventually focus solely on her role as a mother, it is for her dead child who was never born 

and caused her living child’s death. The return of the dead twin onryō from within her own living 

child renders Kiwako’s domestic sphere a violent space, heightening the maternal and marital 
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anxiety Kiwako struggles with. It is suggested throughout the film that Kiwako suffers from 

anxiety as well as a weak disposition regarding her husband’s lack of support in parenting Fukie, 

augmented by the fact that he was entirely absent during Fukie’s stay in the hospital. Kiwako’s 

life is one fraught with familial disturbances and her husband’s absence puts her in the position 

of living as if she was a single mother. Due to the isolation she faces within her own family and 

the guilt she feels toward Fukie, Kiwako gives into a violent domesticity which destroys her 

entire family. The onryō of Fukie’s dead twin renders the familial space uncanny, destabilizing 

the tenuous artifice of family harmony which brings Kiwako’s maternal anxieties to the surface.  

 

Sadako, Mitsuko as well as Fukie’s unborn twin from Ringu, Dark Water and Ju-on: 

Black Ghost both unsettle and destabilize patriarchal structuring of the private sphere and render 

the domestic home, and the family within it, uncanny. The representation of adolescent female 

onryō who are embodied through domestic objects and spaces within the familial home in Ringu, 

Dark Water and Ju-on: Black Ghost, defy and destabilize the patriarchal organisation of the 

private sphere. Uncanny fragmentation of familial spaces, objects and of temporalities results in 

a heightened sense of disorientation within the private sphere which manifests as maternal 

anxiety as well as a violent domesticity which threatens to destroy all it comes into contact with. 

Sadako, Mitsuko and Fukie’s unborn twin are adolescent female onryō whose embodiment 

through the domestic sphere makes it impossible to return to a time when the past remained 

repressed and patriarchal authority remained unquestioned. Once these adolescent female onryō 

expose the traumatic kernel of their past abuse within the confines of the family and private 

sphere, they cannot return to a repressed state. The inability to return to a repressed past and 

maintain a stable, patriarchal domestic sphere also presents an unstoppable pattern which 
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threatens to continue into the future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



153 

 

Chapter Five: Japanese Cities and the Insurrection of the Technoghost - The Adolescent 

Female Onryō and Urban Technologies in One Missed Call and The Locker 

 

Ghost stories are to do with the insurrection of the dead, not the resurrection of 

the dead. (Gillian Beer 260) 

 

[Technology] embodies anxieties, in that it is technology through which the 

repressed past reasserts itself. As such, technology both metaphorically and 

literally signifies death – the loss of tradition in the face of encroaching modernity 

is projected on to the female body, making a series of implicit connections 

between technology, femininity and death. (Balmain 170)  

 

The Kaidan horror films One Missed Call and The Locker feature adolescent female 

onryō who undermine the patriarchal delineation of the public sphere as masculine by turning 

urban technologies within the space of Tokyo city against the society which uses them. I argue 

that the adolescent female onryō in One Missed Call and The Locker usurp control over urban 

technologies, specifically mobile phones, television broadcasts and coin-operated lockers, and 

destabilise the patriarchal organisation of the Japanese public sphere. These adolescent female 

onryō also render the notion that urban technologies are best controlled and used by men 

obsolete as both onryō not only use urban technologies, they manipulate them beyond their 

intended use. Using urban technologies to act out their murderous rage against Japanese society, 

the adolescent female onryō present an endless threat which defies all attempts at reconciliation. 

They desire for all of Japanese society to be held accountable for their untimely deaths. As a 
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result, the adolescent female onryō repeatedly return to the realm of the living and confront 

Japanese patriarchy by turning urban technologies against their users. I argue that through their 

infiltration of and insurrection through urban technologies, the adolescent female onryō in One 

Missed Call and The Locker renders impossible any attempt to restore patriarchal control over 

the private sphere.  

 

On the 20th of March 1995, the Japanese doomsday cult, Aum Shinrikyo, released 

poisonous sarin gas into five trains on the Tokyo subway, injuring thousands of men, women and 

children and killing eight people. This event forms the core of post-Aum Shinrikyo Japanese 

horror cinema and society (Wetmore 72). The sarin gas attack by Aum Shinrikyo exposed the 

inherent weaknesses of the technological advancements which offer the modern conveniences 

that Japanese society relies upon, especially within Japanese city spaces. The social threat posed 

by technology comes from the affordances which make such technology so essential to the 

everyday life of Japanese citizens. Like the Aum Shinrikyo sarin attack, which utilized the 

accessibility and connectivity of the underground Tokyo subway to target as many people as 

possible, urban technologies represent a threat in the population’s ability to move between the 

domestic home and the city, offering the convenience of constant connectivity at the expense of 

clear borders between the private and public spheres. The term ‘urban technology’ refers to 

technologies of connectivity within urban city spaces that take material, analogue and digital 

forms. Urban technologies offer users autonomous mobility without losing constant connectivity. 

It is the mix of urban technology and the erasure of distinct borders between public spaces and 

private spaces within Japanese cities which constitute the social context of post-Aum Shinrikyo 

Japanese society (72). One Missed Call, directed by Takashi Miike, and The Locker, directed by 



155 

 

Kei Horie, are Japanese Kaidan horror films which focus not only on “technology gone awry” at 

the hands of two adolescent female onryō, but also explore the uneasy tensions surrounding 

gendered politics in Japanese urban society (Benson-Allott 6). 

 

Gillian Beer’s assertion that narratives about ghosts involve “the insurrection of the dead” 

rather than “the resurrection of the dead” is useful to consider when analysing the use of 

technology by the adolescent female onryō in One Missed Call and The Locker (260). These 

narratives of insurrection for the adolescent female onryō in the films “demonstrate a…resistance 

against their oppressed positions in society and their struggle to negotiate with or make sense – 

sometimes fatally – of it” (Andrew Hock-soon Ng 155). The two adolescent female onryō in One 

Missed Call and The Locker are not simply resurrected from the dead. Rather, they manifest 

insurrection in that they rise up and return to the world of the living through the use of urban 

technologies, to violently usurp control from and dismantle the patriarchal social structures 

which relegate women to the private, domestic sphere and align men to the public sphere of 

Japanese cities.   

 

One Missed Call and The Locker are Japanese horror films whose primary antagonists are 

adolescent female onryō who move through contemporary urban Japanese cities. Networked by 

technological connectivity, these cities are also riddled with an overwhelming sense of social 

disconnection and “confusion resulting from the loss of a grounded sense of what is (and can be) 

known/knowable and familiar” on the part of the films’ protagonists (Valarie Wee, Japanese 

Horror Films and their American Remakes 180). The once fixed and familiar boundary which 

separated the private sphere from the private sphere in One Missed Call and The Locker 
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collapses due to the adolescent female onryōs’ infiltration of urban city spaces. Her infiltration of 

Japanese city spaces in One Missed Call and The Locker is achieved through her infection of 

mobile phone networks as well as coin-operated lockers shared by the city’s inhabitants, 

respectively.  

 

Mobile phones and coin-operated lockers share parallel similarities as urban 

technologies, even though one is digital and the other is mechanical, respectively. Both urban 

technologies enable connectivity between known, and possibly unknown, anonymous users. For 

example, mobile phones not only accept messages from known users but also unknown ones. 

Coin-operated lockers are shared by millions of anonymous users and can act as a tool of both 

intended and unintended communication. Someone may accidently leave a personal belonging 

behind in a locker for another unknown user to find. In the case of The Locker a user may 

encounter someone, rather than something, left behind in a coin-operated locker. Mobile phones 

and coin-operated lockers also allow mobility on the part of their users; mobile phones can be 

used both inside and outside the domestic home in cities, allowing users continuous connectivity 

and the freedom of mobility at the same time. Coin-operated lockers allow people to store 

personal belongings in the city, in a space which is not their own, and to move freely about the 

city unburdened by the belongings. It is the mobility and connectivity enabled by these urban 

technologies which leaves them open to manipulation and infiltration. The onryō Mimiko from 

One Missed Call and Sat-Chan from The Locker infect the public sphere of Tokyo city through 

mobile networks and communal lockers, respectively, articulating anxieties in Japanese society 

concerning Japan’s rapid technological progress, especially as relates to the public sphere, which 

has been traditionally coded as a man’s space. These anxieties spring forth in One Missed Call 
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and The Locker because of the adolescent onryōs’ occupation of public spaces and objects, 

which unsettles the patriarchal structure of the Japanese city space and undermines the 

perception that men are the most knowledgeable and therefore best suited to control urban 

technologies. 

 

A (Wo)Man’s World: The Gendering of Japan’s Public Sphere and Urban Technology  

 

The ability to control and have power over technology, especially urban technologies, 

comes through knowledge, and in Japanese society those assumed to best understand and hence 

control urban technologies are men. The notion that men are best suited to control urban 

technologies in Japan, such as the keitai (cell phones), because they understand better than 

women the mechanics and urban city spaces where, for example, keitai are prominently used, is 

based upon patriarchal social structures and ideals. These ideologies, which assert the dominance 

of men within the public sphere over women, especially within urban city spaces and amongst 

the workforce, find their roots in Japan’s post-World War Two industrial modernization project. 

As stated in Chapter Two, Japan’s focus on rebuilding and industrializing the country in the 

wake of World War Two meant that a considerable workforce needed to be mobilized. As Justin 

Charlebois asserts, in order to organize the substantial workforce needed following World War 

Two, men were encouraged to move “into white-collar, salaried employment” in urban cities 

from their previously self-employed jobs within the rural sector, while women were encouraged 

to remain within the private sphere of the home and commit to “full-time domesticity” as wives 

and child-rearers (1).  
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The encouragement that women remain within the private sphere and focus on full-time 

housewife domesticity dates back to the Meiji period in Japan and was fully harnessed within the 

industrial modernization project of post-World War Two Japan: “[T]hey were taught to be ‘good 

wives and wise mothers.’ They were to support their husbands, raise the children, supervise their 

education, and manage household affairs. The Meiji government actively promoted this ideal for 

women. The government publicly praised and gave awards to women who exemplified the spirit 

of sacrifice for family” (Ethan Segal par. 35). The movement towards mobilizing Japanese 

citizens in the industrial urbanization of Japan post-World War Two thus idealized the gendered 

division of labor (Charlebois 1). The recovery of Japan’s economy following the post-war 

industrial urbanization movement has often been referred to as the ‘Japanese Economic Miracle’ 

because industrial production in Japan, while it had dropped significantly in 1946 following 

World War Two to 27.6% of the pre-war production level, by 1960 had risen by 350% 

(Nakayama Ichiro 7). Although Japan’s economy had recovered, and industrial production had 

skyrocketed, it was at the cost of excluding and discouraging women from participating in the 

public sphere and the urban workforce, which further supported claims that women were not as 

well versed or knowledgeable as men when it came to urban technologies. As Jay McRoy 

argues, Japanese horror films which feature a strong narrative focus on technology explore the 

adverse impact the “process of nation-wide industrialization,” following the end of World War 

Two, had on Japanese society, especially on women (Japanese Horror Cinema 139). In Japan, 

post-World War Two industrialization reinforced the gendered division of Japanese society, 

which relegated women to the private sphere while structuring the public sphere as masculine. 

The insurrection of adolescent female onryō Mimiko in One Missed Call challenges the 

perception that women are not as informed or experienced as men when it comes to 
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understanding and using urban technologies. Mimiko utilizes keitai and broadcast television, 

urban technologies within Japan’s public city spaces, in order to infiltrate the digital networks 

which bind keitai and televisions together and spread her insurrection against the relegation of 

women to the domestic sphere. Mimiko moves at will between the private sphere of her home 

and the public sphere of Tokyo city using keitai, shattering and confronting the perception that 

men understand urban technologies better than women and are thus the best to control them. She 

not only understands urban technology, but Mimiko’s control over it is complete, which results 

in others losing control over their own personal devices.  

 

Japanese Youth, Keitai and Social Anxiety in Japan 

 

One Missed Call capitalizes upon the overwhelming prevalence of keitai in Japanese 

society, especially when it comes to the use of keitai by youth. Within Japanese society there is a 

considerable ambivalence on the part of parents towards the role of keitai in the everyday lives of 

their children. Keitai offer parents a means to monitor their children outside of the confines of 

the home, yet the very device which allows them to surveil their children is also the means by 

which an undesirable ‘outside’ can seep into the supposedly safe world constructed for children 

and policed via their keitai. As a highly popular device and an integral part of the daily lives of 

Japanese youth since the mid-1990s, keitai usage saw a dramatic shift in its core users in the 

2000s. As Misa Matsuda argues, “after the popularization of the mobile phone in Japan in the 

mid-1990s, the core user group shifted first from older business people to people in their 

twenties, and then to teenagers, creating a unique keitai culture among these…youth users” (31). 

The role keitai play in the everyday lives of Japanese youth includes specific factors that set 



160 

 

keitai culture in Japan apart from the rest of the world (31). By 2010 more than 85 percent of all 

keitai had the ability to access the internet, offering “[s]tandardized, built-in features such as 

scheduling applications, cameras, games, music players, e-money software, global positioning 

systems (GPS), television and myriad other applications attractive to the youth market” (32). 

There has also been a noted increase in not only teenaged Japanese youth using keitai, but 

elementary school-aged children as well. From 2005 to 2010 Matsuda notes that there was a 

rapid rise in the number of elementary school-aged school children in Japan who owned keitai: 

“Around the year 2000 merely a few per cent of fifth- or sixth-grade school students (10-12 years 

old) and only 15 per cent of junior-high school students (12-15 years old) used Keitai; by 

November 2005 those rates have increased to 29.7 per cent and 65.3 percent respectively” (32). 

The rapid increase in elementary school-aged children owning keitai is often at the behest of 

their own parents and is linked to anxieties concerning public safety in Japan, especially the 

safety of Japanese children in city spaces, outside the safety of the familial home (32).  

 

While there has only been a marginal decline in public safety in Japan since the late 

1990s, this decline has been perceived as much more drastic and highly disconcerting by 

Japanese society, with the safety of Japanese youth becoming a major public concern (Matsuda 

39). Matsuda states that “amid this concern, and particularly since the early 2000s, the number of 

parents who insist their school child carry a keitai has increased as the keitai has come to be 

regarded as a means of contact between children and parents at any time and any place” (39). 

The GPS function of keitai has been a key factor in parents buying one for their children. Keitai 

provide not only a means for parents to keep in contact with their children, but the GPS function 

serves as a way for parents to monitor their children at all times, especially where they go outside 
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of the home in Japan’s urban environments and city spaces. The convenience of keitai in offering 

this opportunity of surveillance for parents, however, brings with it a rise in perceived danger: 

“the exposure of children to danger from unsupervised contacts via keitai has also planted a seed 

of apprehension in parents’ minds…as has the risk that children may access indecent or illegal 

images or misinformation via keitai. Thus, there is extreme ambivalence over the possession of 

keitai by children” (39).  Therefore, while the keitai has become a tool for parents to surveil their 

children, both inside the private space of the home and outside in the public sphere of Japanese 

cities, there is a high level of ambivalence on the part of parents towards the potential 

undesirable connections keitai make possible.  

 

While providing a means for parents to monitor their children, the convenience of keitai’s 

GPS function is at the cost of allowing Japanese youth to make connections with the ‘outside,’ 

that is, undesirable influences which may disrupt the structure and safety of the familial sphere. 

This ambivalence on the part of parents has led to an increased focus within Japanese society 

concerning the role that keitai play in the lives of Japanese youth. Social anxiety in Japan 

surrounding the possibility for youth to engage in the “active formation of relationships with 

anonymous others” through different websites and social media applications on their keitai also 

perpetuates the notion that youth are unable to navigate and monitor their own safety (Matsuda 

37). This perception that Japanese youth cannot responsibly regulate their own safety while using 

keitai is paternalistic and perpetuates the idea that youth are irresponsible, and that their agency 

needs to be controlled and regulated by both their parents and the government.  The fear that 

Japanese youth, especially elementary-aged school children, may come into contact with 

anonymous keitai users who wish to do them harm has resulted in an increased movement in 
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Japan to regulate and restrict the use of keitai by Japanese youth.  

 

Social anxiety surrounding Japanese youths’ use of keitai has resulted in preventative 

counter-measures by the government to protect youth from the perceived dangers of keitai and, 

most critically, to placate Japanese social anxiety. These preventative counter-measures have 

included the 2001 Act on the Limitation of the Provider’s Responsibilities: “this law clarified the 

responsibilities of internet service providers or bulletin board moderators in protecting users 

from such offences as defamation or invasion of privacy and is a significant measure against 

cyber-bullying” (Matsuda 40). This was followed by more laws aimed specifically at keitai use 

by Japanese youth. In November 2006, the Japanese Ministry of Internal Affairs and 

Communications formally asked “that keitai carriers take voluntary action to promote the spread 

of content filtering services for keitai” (40). This was followed in February 2007 with the 

Japanese National Police Agency and the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, 

Science and Technology issuing a joint statement asking that the government, schools and police 

promote “the spread of mobile phone filtering” (40). Matsuda further asserts that “in December 

[2007], the Minister for Internal Affairs and Communications requested that [all] keitai 

carriers… [filter content] for minors” (40). In June 2008 the government introduced the Act on 

the Restriction of Internet Use Among Youth, which legally obligated keitai carries to filter 

keitai services for Japanese minors.  

 

Legislation by the Japanese government to reduce the perceived harm that keitai have or 

may have on Japanese youth has also bled over into the formation of privately owned 

organizations such as the Content Evaluation and Monitoring Association, established in April 
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2008, which set out to advocate for “healthy mobile content” and the protection of Japanese 

“youth from illegal and harmful materials” (Matsuda 40). The perceived threat which keitai pose 

to Japanese youth continues to be featured in Japanese news articles such as The Japan Times’ 

2015 article “Number of minors abused by social media contacts hits record high.” This article 

states that the Japanese National Police Agency in 2015 found that a 

 

high number of children were abused after contact via social media [in 2014], 

with the vast majority becoming victims of underage sex…There were 1,421 

recorded cases of children aged 17 or younger who fell victim to crime via social 

networking services, or 128 more than a year earlier…That’s the highest figure 

since 2008 when the NPA started a tally. (“Number of minors abused by social 

media contacts hits record high” par. 1-3) 

 

The article elides any consideration of whether the higher numbers of recorded cases of abuse 

are a result of an increase in such crimes being reported to the police. This paternalistic 

perception of Japanese youth and the need to control their use of keitai is further echoed by the 

Japanese National Police agency, which states in the news article that “in most cases victims 

were not warned by their parents regarding the risks of social networking services. However, 

many had been alerted to potential online dangers by their school teachers” (“Number of minors 

abused by social media contacts hits record high” par. 13). This authoritarian view of Japanese 

youth when it comes to their use of and consumption of mobile technology, specifically the 

keitai, indicates a broader attempt by Japanese governmental institutions and private entities to 

control the behavior as well as the autonomy of Japanese youth in the face of urban technologies.  
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Murderous Mobility in One Missed Call 

 

The mobility and freedom which keitai offer Japanese youth to navigate the spaces 

outside the home away from their parents give them an autonomous identity which cannot be 

surveilled or controlled by their mother or father. One Missed Call capitalizes upon the anxieties 

arising in response to such possibilities of mobility amongst Japanese youth. The film utilizes the 

free-flowing connection of keitai to both the private realm of the family household and public 

city centers through the adolescent onryō Mimiko, who uses a keitai to terrorize Japanese society 

and challenge gendered anxieties about adolescent girls, technology and their place within 

Japanese society. The film also plays upon and challenges the perception that urban 

technologies, such as the keitai, are masculine and best understood as well as controlled by men. 

 

The manifestation of adolescent female onryō Mimiko in One Missed Call is made 

possible by electronic technology, but she is not simply being broadcast. One Missed Call 

utilizes “textual elements drawn from the urban topography and the pervasive use of technology” 

(Mitsuyo Wada-Marciano 26).  Kevin Wetmore argues that onryō in Japanese horror films 

featuring technology as a core element of their haunting exploit the aesthetic elements of 

electronic technology to engage in broadcast as a form of haunting: “their physical appearance 

involves static, [they appear] blurry [and feature] interference, as if they are being broadcast” 

(73). However, adolescent female onryō who utilize technology in Japanese horror films are not 

passive figures whose manifestation is always dictated by electronic technology or its “aesthetic 

elements” (73). Rather, the onryō dictates her own manifestation through electronic technology; 
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she drives the direction of her manifestation and controls the technology through which she 

manifests her insurrection. The embodiment of the techno-onryō Mimiko in One Missed Call 

through electronic objects challenges the gendered politics of the domestic, private sphere and 

the public sphere of the Japanese workforce. As Wetmore asserts, techno-onryō are almost 

exclusively female or children, and sometimes both, as is the case in the two films being 

discussed, One Missed Call and The Locker. Mimiko from One Missed Call is a techno-onryō 

who not only challenges but rises up against and violently attacks the society that created her: 

“They have come back to strike back against the living…[they] seek to end the lives of the 

living, and not just the lives of those who have wronged them, [but] all lives…technoghosts seek 

to overthrow society one dead person at a time” (73). One Missed Call transforms the keitai into 

an uncanny electronic object which challenges the user. As Benson-Allott argues, these 

electronic objects do not simply malfunction; they come under the influence of and are taken 

over by the onryō, who undermine their traditional usage, and their gendered associations, with 

the public sphere (6). 

 

Mimiko’s commandeering of the keitai in One Missed Call, which gives her the power to 

cross the boundary between the public and private spheres with ease, offers a sustained 

questioning of gendered politics in contemporary Japanese society. The narrative of One Missed 

Call follows a group of university students living in Tokyo who, one by one, receive calls on 

their keitai in which they hear themselves die. These calls are not coming from the present, but 

from the future. Yumi, the last of her friendship group to receive the fatal call, sets out with 

Hiroshi Yamashita, the brother of one of the call’s first victims, to find its source. Yumi and 

Hiroshi trace the calls to an abandoned hospital, where they discover the body of a woman 
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named Marie, clutching the original cursed keitai in her dead hand. Marie was the mother of two 

adolescent girls, Mimiko and Nanako. Yumi and Hiroshi believe Marie to be the killer onryō. 

Apologizing to Marie and embracing her corpse, Yumi thinks she has ended the curse.  

 

With its emphasis on the dead mother, One Missed Call utilizes aesthetic and narrative 

markers of the maternal abject to play upon expectations of the onryō tradition, only to 

ultimately subvert such expectations and flip the tradition on its head. As discussed in Chapter 

two, Creed asserts in her work on the monstrous-feminine,  

 

[T]hat which crosses or threatens to cross the ‘border’ is abject…horror 

films…construct a border between what Kristeva refers to as ‘the clean and 

proper body’ and the abject body…the body that has lost its form and 

integrity…In Kristeva’s view the image of a woman’s body, because of its 

maternal functions, acknowledges its ‘debt’ to nature’ and consequently is more 

likely to signify the abject (10-11, 9).   

 

The relegation of the maternal body to the abject is further expounded upon by Sheena Vachhani, 

who argues that “the desire to escape abjection has its roots in the fear of the mother’s body” 

(655).  Marie perfectly encapsulates the notion of the maternal abject in her physical appearance. 

Her body aesthetically exhibits her “debt to nature” as it has both lost its “form and integrity” 

(Creed 10-11). Marie’s decaying, watery effluence drips from her dead body onto the floor as 

she stumbles toward Yumi in the hospital scene, her green decaying skin flaking away from her 

bones as she wraps her hands around Yumi’s neck. Her physically abject appearance supports 
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both Yumi’s and Hiroshi’s belief that Marie is the onryō causing the violent string of deaths. 

Their confidence in Marie as the monstrous feminine onryō is also supported by the assumption 

that Marie was an abusive mother, which plays upon Yumi’s childhood experience with her own 

violent mother (not to mention the viewer’s experience of onryō films). Rather than recoiling 

from Marie’s dead, rotting body, Yumi embraces her, apologizing to Marie in an attempt to 

dispel the murderous curse which had befallen her friends and now herself. Yumi believes that, 

by reconciling with Marie’s decaying maternal corpse, she can end the curse, dispel the maternal 

abject and once again solidify the boundaries between the living and the dead: 

 

The horror film attempts to separate out the symbolic order from all that threatens 

its stability, particularly the mother and all that her universe signifies. In this 

sense, signifying horror involves a representation of, and a reconciliation with, the 

maternal body…the horror film…[brings] about a confrontation with the 

abject…in order…to eject the abject and redraw…boundaries (14).  

 

However, Yumi’s expectation that she can dispel the curse by reconciling with Marie and finally 

laying her dead maternal body to rest are revealed to be inadequate to ‘solving’ the problem of 

the murderous keitai messages. When Yumi returns to her apartment after she believes she has 

succeeded in dispelling Marie’s curse, she is fatally attacked. The presumption that Marie has 

been the onryō causing the violent deaths of her Yumi’s friend’s and Hiroshi’s sister is revealed 

to be erroneous. The film merely plays upon the characters’ expectations of the monstrous 

feminine, as well as the audiences’ expectations that the most visibly abject female character is 
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the source of the murders. Resolving the maternal abject does not resolve the film’s horror. 

Rather, it is Mimiko, Marie’s dead daughter, who is causing the string of violent murders.   

 

The perception that Marie is a monstrous mother is established by an official child 

services caseworker in One Missed Call, whose position of authority within Japanese society 

supports the idea that Marie was abusing her children.  However, it turns out that Mimiko, 

Marie’s eldest daughter, suffered from Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy, which has led her to 

cause the string of violent deaths. Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy is a psychological condition 

where a primary caregiver seeks to gain attention and affirmation by concocting fake medical 

symptoms for a child or hurting a child and then caring for that child. The notion of Munchausen 

Syndrome by Proxy is introduced in the film when Yumi and Hiroshi visit a Children’s Guidance 

Office (the equivalent of social services in the West) to talk with one of Mimiko and Nanako’s 

case workers. The adolescent girls were assigned a caseworker to monitor their health and safety 

within their family home following a high number of hospital admittances, where Nanako was 

treated for a range of severe injuries, including burns to her thighs and the ingestion of 

thumbtacks. The case worker names the syndrome and suggests that Marie was abusing Nanako 

herself, to gain sympathy for her plight as a single mother and praise for looking after her 

daughter following an injury: “Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy…is a mental disorder in which 

a person falsely reports or causes symptoms in another healthy person under his or her care…to 

satisfy one’s craving for attention and the limelight…a caregiver in this case, a good mother, 

receives attention, sympathy and appraisal” (One Missed Call). As revealed in the final scenes of 

the film, however, it is Mimiko, not her mother, who suffered from Munchausen Syndrome by 

Proxy and was the one hurting Nanako. In fact, Mimiko suffered a fatal asthma attack after her 
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mother found her cutting her young sister with a carving knife. Her mother watched as she died 

and did nothing to help her. Mimiko died clutching her mother’s keitai and as a result, her onryō 

found its way into the keitai and uses it to seek vengeance against not only her mother, but 

society as a whole. Mimiko is not the prototypical monstrous-feminine, as defined by Creed, 

both in her appearance, her identity as an adolescent female as well as her use of and ability to 

manipulate urban technology.  

 

One Missed Call plays upon stereotypes of the maternal abject films to ultimately reveal 

the source of horror is not the maternal at all, but an adolescent female onryō. Mimiko is not 

abject in terms of her physical appearance as her body does not physically portray any “debt to 

nature” as her mother’s dead body does (Creed 11). Mimiko’s abject impact derives not from her 

appearance but from her ability to destabilize the patriarchal structuring of society, especially in 

relation to urban technology. Mimiko is not a problem to be solved or reconciled, as revealed in 

the film when she takes control over Yumi’s body, so she can continue to carry out her 

murderous insurrection against Japanese society. Furthermore, when Mimiko is revealed to both 

the audience and to Yumi in the scene where she possesses her, Mimiko is able to move as an 

autonomous figure, physically separated from the electronic objects she possesses throughout the 

film. She appears to Yumi as a transparent yet wholly self-realized onryō, who can separate 

herself from both keitai and television broadcasts to take over the body of a living person. 

Mimiko’s abject nature in the film is not associated with her physical look but is connected to 

her ability to transgress boundaries. Mimiko challenges aesthetic and narrative stereotypes of the 

abject monstrous feminine when it comes to her identity as an adolescent female.  
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One Missed Call connects, as Ringu does, a female adolescent with technology. Rather 

than a landline phone and television exclusively tied to the private sphere of the family home, 

One Missed Call features keitai and television broadcasts tied to the public sphere of Tokyo city. 

Mimiko’s insurrection in the film through keitai and a television broadcast reflects what Balmain 

terms the perceived “social crisis in contemporary Japanese society” (168), which is marked by 

challenges to “the central Japanese myth…[that] Japan is a purely hierarchical, stable society in 

which all know their place and authority figures know what is best” (Susan Napier 224). As 

discussed above, Mimiko violently confronts Japanese society, which asserts the dominance of 

men in public city spaces, especially when it comes to the control and use of urban technologies 

(Balmain 168-169). Mimiko proves more knowledgeable about urban technology than those who 

presume control over it, and she is further able to manipulate urban technology in ways which it 

was not originally intended to be used, pushing the technology to its limits. This is particularly 

noticeable when Mimiko sends the cursed voicemails and text messages to her victims. The 

messages are sent from the future, which is not possible within the constraints of our reality. This 

means that Mimiko defies the limits of our known reality, especially when it comes to time and 

space, and uses her ability to do so in order to manipulate the keitai’s normative function. Keitai 

are only supposed to receive messages from the past, be they text or voice, but Mimiko 

manipulates the limits of this urban technology to receive messages from the future, a future she 

has shaped, and which serves her violent desires. She proves both more knowledge about keitai 

than an adolescent female is thought to be, has more control over its use than men are presumed 

to have, and is able to manipulate the normative function of keitai to serve her murderous will. 

Furthermore, Mimiko’s crossing of the boundary between the private sphere of the domestic 

family home where she died, and the public sphere of Japan’s city spaces, through her use of 
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urban technologies, threatens to erase of the border which insists on the strict separation of the 

public and private spheres from each other and, in turn, enforces the relegation of women to the 

domestic sphere. By breaking down the gendered boundary between the private and public 

sphere, Mimiko exposes the fragility of such a separation. 

 

The relationship between private spaces, public spaces and urban technological mediation 

in One Missed Call does not play out in the same manner as in Ringu. Rather than being solely 

connected to and contained within the private sphere, as Sadako predominately is in Ringu, 

Mimiko in One Missed Call moves at will and without any issue between multiple different city 

spaces, and between the private sphere of her family home, where she became an onryō after she 

died, and Tokyo city, through her use of urban technology. Mimiko not only invades the space of 

the public sphere through multiple keitai, but she also transmits her vengeance through a 

television broadcast. Mimiko manages to infinitely mass-produce her insurrection against 

Japanese society, as a television broadcast signal can be transferred through an endless chain of 

wired and wireless connections. This is exemplified in the scene where Natsumi, one of Yumi’s 

friend group to be beset by Mimiko’s murderous curse, dies on live television. The scene is 

saturated with technology, with televisions and keitai, and with the supernatural. Natsumi 

initially receives the cursed message on her keitai like her friends. However, this time the 

message left on her keitai, unlike Mimiko’s previous victims, is a single image. This image 

portrays a deathly white female with long black hair peering out from behind a brick wall and is 

what Natsumi sees in the final moments before her death. A television producer convinces 

Natsumi that if she appears on his live television show, he will hire an exorcist to lift the curse 

and save her life.  



172 

 

Natsumi’s exorcism is broadcast live from inside a television studio onto the outside wall 

of a building in Tokyo’s main city center, while hundreds of people cross the street, talking into 

their keitai. Mimiko’s curse and her attack on Natsumi are made extremely public in this scene. 

The exorcism is also broadcast into people’s homes and offices at work as they watch in 

fascination as the seconds countdown to Natsumi’s impending demise. The male television 

producer who sets up Natsumi’s exorcism represents the patriarchal order. In the scene, as he 

watches Natsumi’s image on a series of small television screens, he comments, “she’s great on 

camera.” This comment by the producer highlights his disinterest in what happens to Natsumi; 

he does not care if she lives or dies but is only interested in her appearance and the ability for her 

image to be sold to and consumed by viewers. The focus of the male television producer on the 

importance of his ability to sell Natsumi’s image is augmented by the constant advertiser breaks 

throughout the television broadcast. It is the image of Natsumi shaking with fear that the 

producer seeks to exploit. He is capitalizing on a prototypical image of a woman in peril. When 

Mimiko finally reveals herself in the scene as a Buddhist priest attempts to lift the curse placed 

upon Natsumi, she undermines the producer’s attempts to exploit images of women in peril for 

profit, taking control over her own representation and usurping the producers’ control over the 

televised exorcism.  

 

Mimiko does not allow the male television producer to dictate how she is represented on 

the television screen and redoubles her efforts to continue her quest for vengeance against 

Japanese society. As the Buddhist priest attempts to exorcise Natsumi of Mimiko’s curse, 

Mimiko’s ringtone sounds throughout the soundstage and the priest is suddenly flung against the 

back of the soundstage by an invisible but extremely powerful force. The production team 
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scramble to gain control over the broadcast but fail to do so. As one of the production assistants 

tells the producer as he screams at the production team to regain control of the broadcast, they 

have nothing to do with what is happening. It is Mimiko who now has control over the entire 

broadcast. As Natsumi stumbles towards the back of the stage, she looks down and realizes she is 

holding her keitai, the one she threw away only hours beforehand in an attempt to avoid any 

further cursed messages. The producer insists that they keep on broadcasting as this unfolds. The 

priest’s attempted exorcism is a failure, and as Mimiko’s upper body is revealed to the television 

audience, defying gravity and contorting into unnatural positions as she peers around a brick wall 

at the back of the soundstage. It is this image of Mimiko which was sent to Natsumi’s phone. 

Seeing Mimiko, Natsumi freezes in fear in the middle of the sound stage, as Yumi along with 

Hiroshi attempt to drag her away. Natsumi’s body then starts contorting in unnatural ways, 

breaking her bones until she is eventually decapitated. The planned structured event devised by 

the male producer falls apart under Mimiko’s possession of the production’s technical 

equipment. Mimiko’s possession of and control over keitai and television broadcasts destabilize 

the hierarchical structuring of the public sphere of Japanese society. As argued by Balmain, it is 

in this scene that the film “departs from the traditions and superstitions of pre-modern Japan, as 

captured in the original cycle of ghost stories of the 1960s, in which the appropriate rituals would 

lay the unquiet spirit to rest” (178). It is the very public failure of the exorcism in this scene that 

makes this departure clear. The two layers of ritual in this scene, one based on religious 

superstition and the other based on the conventions of paranormal television, both fail.  

 

The overlap between Buddhist ritual and conventions of a paranormal television 

broadcast is significant in Natsumi’s failed exorcism, as both attempts to control Mimiko and her 
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curse are based upon patriarchal social structures that aim to control whatever threatens to usurp 

them. Paranormal television conventions are based upon attempts to capture paranormal activity 

on video and prove the existence of the paranormal. There is a high level of focus on visuals 

therefore within paranormal television; the image reigns supreme. The importance of visuals to 

the paranormal television genre is paralleled in One Missed Call in the producer’s adamant focus 

on capitalizing upon Natsumi’s image during her exorcism. The religious ritual aims to dispel 

Mimiko’s curse and the paranormal television broadcast aims to capture Mimiko on screen as her 

curse is dispelled. The fact that Mimiko manages to usurp both rituals and take control of them 

herself exposes the fragility of the gendered social structures both rituals rely upon.  The 

broadcast is a failure. The final shot of the scene shows the television producer turning away 

from a wall of televisions screens, his head hung low as he stares into nothingness. He is unable 

to even look at the television screens he once stared at intently and controlled. Mimiko is the one 

in control.  

 

The use of intercutting in this exorcism scene is also important to consider. As Natsumi 

sits trembling with fear, gripping a keitai, the shot is intercut with one of people crossing the 

busy streets of Tokyo’s main city center, talking into their own keitai, as Natsumi’s image is 

projected onto the outside wall of a building. The interplay between the interior of the studio and 

the exterior of Tokyo’s main city center reinforces the notion that Mimiko’s onryō is not tied to 

interior spaces but can traverse back and forth between interior spaces and exterior, public spaces 

through the technology she takes control over and possesses. The use of intercutting between 

these shots emphasizes the idea that the keitai of every single person crossing the street of 

Tokyo’s city center could be cursed and turned against its owner, just as Natsumi’s was. The 
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city, traditionally coded as a male-dominated realm in Japanese society, is invaded by the 

feminine, by Mimiko, who turns gendered conceptions of a woman’s role in the both private and 

public spheres upside down. Mimiko’s inherent link to both the private and public spheres, and 

her ability to manipulate urban technology to her will, usurp control from social structures which 

insist on the complete separation of the private and public spheres from each other within 

Japanese society. Women are prefigured by patriarchal expectations and ideals within Japanese 

society as individuals who should be contained within the private sphere. Mimiko undermines 

this relegation of women in contemporary Japanese society to the private, domestic realm as well 

as the alliance of men with the public sphere of Japanese society and urban technology. She turns 

urban technology against a society which enforces patriarchal social structures and ideals. One 

Missed Call’s critique of the gendering of urban technology within Japanese city spaces is 

expanded upon in The Locker, where rather than focusing on keitai the focus is on coin-operated 

lockers, a form of communal urban technology within Japanese cities.  

 

The Private is Public: The Insurrection of the Coin-Operated Locker Baby in The Locker 

 

The insurrection of the adolescent female onryō who defies and usurps control from 

social structures that align men with the public sphere of Japanese city spaces and urban 

technology is the focus of Kei Horie’s horror film The Locker. Much like One Missed Call, the 

film focuses on a group of friends who, after a night of partying in a secluded rural area just 

outside Tokyo city, are besieged by a curse at the hands of an initially unknown force. The film 

opens with the group of friends drinking and sharing ghost stories round a campfire in a secluded 

rural area of Tokyo. The next morning the group return to Shibuya station in the middle of 
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Tokyo city to pick up their school belongings from a communal coin-operated locker. The group 

find dirty handprints, the size of a small child’s, on their bags but brush it off and think no more 

about it. However, one by one the friends wind up dead, often in horrific fashion. The film’s 

protagonist Rieka eventually deduces that the curse which has befallen her friends started when 

they used the coin-operated locker at Shibuya station. Rieka discovers that the coin-operated 

locker her and her friends used is haunted by an adolescent female onryō, Sat-Chan, who is 

causing the string of deaths. A product of rape, Sat-Chan was a ‘coin-operated locker baby,’ 

abandoned by her mother as a baby in a coin-operated locker.  

 

Coin-operated lockers are a popular, communal urban technology in Japan. They can be 

found throughout every major Japanese city and are particularly prevalent in Tokyo city, where 

they can be found at train stations. The lockers can be rented for a limited amount of time before 

they become available for another person to use. As a communal urban technology, coin-

operated lockers operate as a protentional means for communication. They are used by millions 

of people each year within Japanese city centres and because of the shared aspect of their 

operation, they offer the possibility for anonymous connection amongst an endless number of 

relative strangers. In combination with ability for endless connection, the coin-operated locker 

also offers users in Japan, especially Japanese youth, a sense of freedom and mobility within 

Japanese cities. Much like the keitai in One Missed Call, the coin-operated locker in The Locker 

offers Japanese youth the ability to shake off parental constraints and spend time with their 

friends without supervision. The sense of freedom which coin-operated lockers offer Japanese 

youth is due in part to the mobility which they offer. In a coin-operated locker, Japanese youth 

can leave personal belongings which tie them to the private sphere. The independence coin-
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operated lockers provide Japanese youth, outside the private realm and away from parental 

control, also creates the means through which the adolescent female onryō return to the world of 

the living. Sat-Chan uses coin-operated lockers’ potential for endless connection as well as the 

mobile freedom which they offer to find her victims. In doing so, Sat-Chan endlessly confronts 

and attacks Japanese society. Although Japanese society would rather forget her, because of the 

phenomenon of abuse that led to her existence as an adolescent female onryō, Sat-Chan 

repeatedly makes Japanese society acknowledge her existence.  

 

Coin-operated lockers are not only a popular urban technology, but they are also the site 

of an often-overlooked social issue within Japanese society, that of the ‘coin-operated-locker-

baby.’ The phenomenon of the ‘coin-operated-locker-babies,’ which dates to the 1970s in Japan, 

rose to public attention following the popularity of a 1980 novel by Ryū Murakami called 

Koinrokkā Beibīzu (Coin Locker Babies). The ‘coin-operated-locker-baby’ refers to what 

Akihisa Kouno and Charles Felzen Johnson call a form of child abuse that is specific to Japan, 

where newborn babies are abandoned by their mothers, dead or alive, in coin-operated lockers 

through Japan’s city centres: “These murdered infants became a serious social problem by 1975 

when the term ‘coin-operated- locker baby’ was applied” (“Japan” 104). Kouno and Johnson 

argue that this pattern of mothers abandoning their babies in coin-operated lockers in Japanese 

city spaces arose around the time of the integration of this urban technology in the 1970s within 

Japanese cities (“Japan” 104). This abandoning of babies in Japanese city spaces persists in 

contemporary Japan with one of the latest noted accounts of a coin operated locker baby found 

dead in Tokyo city occurring on June 2, 2018: “A 25-year-old Japanese mother was arrested on 

Saturday for killing her newborn baby at a cafe in Tokyo and dumping the corpse in a locker, 
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police said. The infant’s remains were found wrapped in a vinyl bag inside a suitcase in the 

locker by police after an employee of the company that operates the lockers reported a foul 

smell, according to Fuji TV” (“Japanese woman strangles newborn baby, dumps body in a locker 

in Tokyo” par. 1-2). The ‘coin-operated-locker-baby’ phenomenon reveals an important issue 

within Japanese society, namely that mothers, especially single mothers, in Japan are beset by 

patriarchal ideals of Japanese womanhood and state sanctioned inequalities, as detailed in 

Chapter Two. Mothers who choose to abandon their children in coin-operated lockers within 

Japan city centres do so for various reasons, including that the child may be a result of rape or 

they may not have the financial ability to look after a child: “[In] Japan…there is a societal 

reluctance, or taboo about discussing the topic [of sexual abuse] … In Japan, sexual abuse is 

considered a sexual act; the issue of control of the victim is not considered important to the 

Japanese…[and] the Japanese judicial administration still uses old laws with new interpretations 

for abuse cases” (Kouno and Johnson, “Child abuse and neglect in Japan” 29). The fact that 

sexual abuse, especially rape, is still considered within Japanese jurisdiction to be a sex act rather 

than an act of violence speaks to why women who are victims of rape may not seek help, legal as 

well as medical, in the aftermath. Coupled with a social reluctance to address sexual abuse 

because it is considered a taboo topic, it is not surprising that women who end up pregnant 

because of rape and find themselves unable to care for the resulting child do not seek help and 

instead abandon the child in a coin-operated locker. This is the case for Sat-Chan’s mother, who 

after being raped abandons Sat-Chan in a coin-operated locker at Shibuya station as she is 

distraught and cannot deal with the resulting child.  Mothers who believe they have no choice but 

to abandon their children in Japanese cities extend their personal conflicts, relegated to and 
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thought to be best confined to the private sphere of the family home, into the public sphere, 

presenting an overt confrontation to patriarchal ideals which insist that city spaces are masculine. 

 

One of the most important issues which is augmented by the phenomenon of the coin-

operated locker baby is the spilling over of the personal into the public sphere of Japan, which 

challenges gendered social structures in Japan which insist on the relegation of women and their 

personal lives to the private, domestic space. Mothers who abandon their children within 

Japanese city spaces, letting their personal struggles with motherhood spill over into the public 

sphere of Japan, reveal the fragility of gendered ideals which align men and women with the 

public and private spheres. In The Locker Sat-Chan, an adolescent female onryō, has intricate 

knowledge about how urban technology works and how it can be manipulated within city spaces. 

Sat-Chan capitalizes upon both the anonymity of coin-operated lockers and the potential for 

anonymous connection that they offer, usurping power over such possibilities to confront and 

punish a society which would prefer to ignore her existence.  

 

The Locker’s antagonist, the adolescent female onryō Sat-Chan, was, as previously 

stated, abandoned by her mother in the same Shibuya coin-operated locker Rieka and her friends 

use to store their belongings. Sat-Chan was a newborn when she was abandoned by her mother 

and her existence was never discovered. As a result, she died not long after being abandoned in 

the locker and became an onryō. However, instead of becoming a newborn onryō, Sat-Chan 

appears as an adolescent onryō, as if she continued to age despite her death. The reasons behind 

her apparent aging as an onryō are unclear in the film’s narrative itself. However, it seems to be 

an attempt to situate the film within the canon of similar films within the onryō subgenre of 
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Japanese kaidan horror films, such as Ringu, Dark Water and One Missed Call, all of which 

feature adolescent female onryō. In order to wedge the film into the subgenre and also meet 

audience expectations of onryō Japanese horror films, The Locker asks the audience to suspend 

disbelief that a baby who has died can become an adolescent. The film also chooses to present 

Sat-Chan as an adolescent female onryō because, like other female onryō within the subgenre, 

adolescents exist as inherently boundary characters, not yet adults but no longer children. They 

are in-between characters and because of this exist between boundaries. This makes adolescent 

female onryō a suitable subject to challenge social structures which seek to exclude women from 

the public sphere of Japanese city centres and from knowledge of urban technologies. Sat-Chan’s 

ability to challenge gendered social structures is also linked to the fact that she is of Tokyo city 

itself; she comes from the public sphere, from within a coin-operated locker in the heart of the 

city, to upset patriarchal ideals. 

 

The Locker features a false narrative which focuses on the same notion of a monstrous 

maternal spirit that One Missed Call also deceptively sets up. During the party which Rieka’s 

friend group have at the start of the film, they notice a broken statue, which serves as a shrine to 

aborted foetuses, that is missing its head. Keitaro then uses the head to scare his friends, saying 

he found it next to the statue already broken off. As their friends continue to disappear, only to 

be found dead or in disturbed states, Rieka, Keitaro and Ryôhei believe that the cause of the 

deaths has to be connected to the broken statue from the campsite. Keitaro admits that he broke 

the head of the statue himself: “That statue…I’m the one who broke the head off that guardian 

statue…I meant no harm, I just wanted to make the party a little more exciting.” The three 

deduce that in order to stop the curse which is besieging them they need to appease the ghost of 
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the shrine that Keitaro decapitated. They assume that it is the maternal spirit of the shrine that is 

seeking revenge against them for Keitaro’s actions. The friend group believe the spirit of the 

shrine has to be a female, maternal entity as the shrine is said to protect aborted foetuses. The 

three friends rush back to the campsite, find the broken head and place it back on the statue and 

then perform a makeshift cleansing ritual which they hope will appease the maternal spirit of the 

shrine. Rieka, Keitaro and Ryôhei believe they have cleansed themselves of the maternal spirit 

and celebrate their success over drinks, dinner and smokes: “A puff to celebrate our victory over 

the curse of the guardian statue!” All of a sudden Keitaro starts shaking his head back and forth, 

eventually moving his head so violently his neck is snapped. Rieka and Ryôhei try to save him as 

Rieka sees the reflection of an adolescent girl in the window shaking Keitaro’s head, but it is too 

late. In their presumption that it was the maternal spirit of the broken shrine killing their friends, 

they realize too late that it is Sat-Chan, the adolescent female onryō, causing the deaths. It is only 

when Sat-Chan reveals herself to them that they realize the string of deaths leads back to the 

coin-operated locker at Shibuya station.  

 

As with Yumi in One Missed Call, it is too late for Rieka and Ryôhei in The Locker to 

end the curse causing their imminent deaths. Rieka deduces the entity attacking them is that of an 

abandoned child left in the coin-operated locker they used, but when Rieka and Ryôhei reach the 

locker at Shibuya station Ryôhei is attacked by Sat-Chan and pulled into the locker, never to 

reappear. Rieka then receives a number of telepathic visions showing the rape of Sat-Chan’s 

mother, Sat-Chan’s birth and eventual abandonment in the locker. Sat-Chan then sets her sights 

on Rieka, crawling towards her in front of the locker as Rieka pleads with Sat-Chan: 

“No…Why? Why are you killing everyone!? Is it because you hate your mother? Is it because 
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you hate your mother who dumped you?!...there is no baby who is born unwanted…Poor thing.” 

Rieka embraces Sat-Chan’s onryō, hoping to mend the damage done to her and appease her 

murderous rage, as Yumi did with Marie’s onryō in One Missed Call. However, as in One 

Missed Call, attempts to reconcile with the vengeful onryō fail; Sat-Chan disappears into thin air 

and Rieka falls into a coma. Even though Rieka ultimately finds Sat-Chan to be a sympathetic 

character, Sat-Chan’s onryō cannot be reasoned with nor can her murderous intent be reconciled. 

Ultimately, Sat-Chan’s curse lives on to confront more anonymous users of her locker, as one of 

Rieka’s tutoring students who comes to see her in the hospital after she falls into a coma finds 

the key to the locker in her hand. Sat-Chan defies all attempts by those she confronts who try to 

end her rage; her need to make Japanese society know of her existence and the circumstances 

which led to her becoming an onryō overwhelms attempts at appeasement. 

 

Mimiko from One Missed Call and Sat-Chan in The Locker are adolescent female onryō 

who defy expectations when it comes to their knowledge and manipulation of urban 

technologies. As adolescent girls, they would be relegated to the domestic, private sphere and 

deemed unable to understand both the public sphere of Japanese cities and the urban 

technologies which inhabit them. Mimiko and Sat-Chan, however, seize control over the urban 

technologies of keitai, television broadcasts and coin-operated lockers, rendering users 

powerless. The adolescent female onryō use urban technology to undermine and expose the 

fragility of Japanese social structures, which insist on the gendering of the public sphere and 

urban technologies as masculine. Mimiko’s and Sat-Chan’s murderous rage against Japanese 

society is endless; their anger cannot be reconciled, nor do they wish to be sated in their quest for 

revenge. Personal reconciliation on the part of those Mimiko and Sat-Chan confront through 
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their manipulation of keitai and coin-operated locker, respectively, is not enough. They seek a 

broader recognition by Japanese society, as a whole, for what they deem to be the undeserved 

conditions and events which led to their deaths. Such widespread recognition is unable to be 

attained all at once, so Mimiko’s and Sat-Chan’s confrontation of a patriarchal society which 

would rather forget them is endless. Acknowledging the sexism inherent within Japanese social 

structures would open such structures to attack and a questioning of the gendering of Japan 

society as a whole. Mimiko and Sat-Chan thus endlessly reproduce their murderous rage against 

Japanese society by confronting an endless supply of people one at a time, usurping control over 

urban technology and turning it against its users. These adolescent female onryō present an 

enduring threat. Their insurrection within and through urban spaces and technologies presents no 

possibility of going back and reinstating the patriarchal divisions of Japanese society which 

define the private sphere as masculine.  
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Conclusion: Exhaustion of a Subgenre and the End of a Golden Age  

 

Japanese horror cinema resembles the myriad bodies that populate not only the 

genre’s most popular narrative, but also the radically transforming urban and 

suburban centres from which many of its viewers emerge. (Jay McRoy, “Recent 

Trends in Japanese Horror Cinema” 409)  

 

The figure of the adolescent female onryō within Kaidan horror films has played a vital 

role within Japanese society. As a subgenre of Japanese horror filmmaking which is grounded in 

specific socio-political anxieties and fears, Kaidan horror films are important cultural 

touchstones when it comes to understanding not only contemporary but also historical moments 

of social upheaval within Japanese society. The adolescent female onryō’s vengeful, murderous 

actions against society as a whole and her embodiment through a multitude of substances, spaces 

and objects in both the private and public spheres of Japanese society destabilise patriarchal, 

socio-political hierarchies. In particular, the adolescent female onryō articulates feelings of 

unrest amongst Japanese citizens concerning the changing role of women within contemporary 

Japanese society, as well as citizens’ disquiet regarding the socio-political institutions which 

shape their daily lives. The adolescent female onryō is a multifaceted character who attacks the 

core institutions upon which patriarchal Japanese society is founded, bringing fears concerning 

the destruction of those institutions to the forefront of social consciousness while also fulfilling a 

contradictory collective fantasy of destroying the very institutions that the populace is anxious 
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will collapse. Fears surrounding the potential ‘death’ of Japan’s patriarchal social order are 

essentially fears concerning the future longevity of patriarchal Japanese society itself.  

 

The power of the Kaidan horror film and the figure of the adolescent female onryō as 

retributive fantasy resides not only in their ability to lay bare the fear that Japan’s future as a 

nation is in jeopardy, but also in their ability to critique and attack the patriarchal underpinnings 

of Japanese society, the foundations for which were laid during Japan’s post-occupation power 

exchange. As I have detailed, during the American occupation of Japan after World War Two in 

exchange for relinquishing national imperial and militaristic power, as mandated by Articles 1 

through 9 of the 1947 Japanese Constitution, Japan adopted modern, American forms of 

economic power, specifically economic capitalism. During the late 1990s to early 2010s in 

Japan, with the bursting of Japan’s economic bubble and plummeting asset prices, the assumed 

stability of Japan as a nation was shattered, since the strength of the nation resided in economic 

might rather than its previous militaristic might. Combined with an ever decreasing birth rate and 

a rapidly increasing elderly population, the loss of economic power during the late 1990s to early 

2010s in Japan put into doubt the stability of not only Japan’s economic future but the future of 

Japanese patriarchy. Japan’s economic power has been based upon a patriarchal understanding of 

the public sphere as masculine. While the divide between the public and private sphere has 

persisted since World War Two up to the contemporary period, especially in regard to the 

relegation of men to the public sphere and women to the private sphere, when that divide 

weakens during times of economic instability the patriarchal continuity of Japanese society is 

called into question. The future of Japan’s economic stability depends upon the patriarchal 

continuity of Japanese society, which relates to the labor force as well as birth rates, and the 
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ability for the patriarchal organisation of Japan’s core socio-political institutions to persist. In 

this sense, anxieties within Japanese society about Japan’s economic futurity are also concerned 

with the ability of patriarchal institutions to retain control over Japanese society into the future.  

The doubt cast upon patriarchal power within Japanese society finds expression in the figure of 

the adolescent female onryō, acting as part of a retributive fantasy against the socio-political 

institutions in Japan which are supposed to support and ensure national patriarchal stability in the 

form of economic power. The adolescent female onryō in Kaidan horror films, when it comes to 

anxieties regarding Japan’s patriarchal and economic future, supplements those anxieties with 

her own disturbing futurity. She represents an uncanny futurity, a resonance from the past and a 

reminder of the deal Japan made with the American occupying forces to exchange military 

power for economic power, and the destabilizing impact that had on core socio-political Japanese 

institutions.  

 

Kaidan horror films encapsulate a range of ambiguous and at times contradictory desires 

on the part of Japanese society, unearthing and repeatedly returning to the present a repressed 

past which refuses to remain hidden. Through analysis of my chosen Kaidan horror films and 

their representation of the adolescent female onryō as well as her relationship with Japanese 

patriarchy, I have investigated three primary research questions: 

 

1)Why are the female onryō in this cycle of Kaidan horror films an adolescent?  

2) How do the historical and contemporary contexts of my chosen Kaidan horror 

films shape the representation of adolescent female onryō?   
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3) How does the representation of adolescent female onryō in my chosen Kaidan 

horror films reflect upon as well as speak back to concerns of Japanese futurity, 

patriarchy and the role of women in Japanese society? 

 

In tackling these questions, I have paid attention to the historical antecedents as well as the 

contemporary socio-political and cultural contexts within Japanese society which shape the 

representation of adolescent female onryō in my chosen Kaidan horror films. Furthermore, I 

have also been careful to pay close attention to how the onryō attacks and unsettles Japanese 

patriarchy, as it plays out through her relationship with maternal figures as well as society as a 

whole. Through analysis of in Ringu, Dark Water, The Locker, One Missed Call, Ju-on: Black 

Ghost and Fatal Frame I have examined how eruptions of the adolescent female onryō relating 

to water as well as public and private spaces, objects and technologies are not simply manifest 

disturbances to patriarchal Japanese society. The adolescent female onryō in my chosen Kaidan 

horror films expose how the gendered separation of Japan’s private sphere from the public 

sphere, which is based on a patriarchal understanding of the private sphere as feminine and the 

public sphere as masculine, is neither immovable nor immune to corruption. Sadako, Mitsuko 

and Fukie’s unborn twin usurp control over objects, spaces and people, respectively, within the 

private sphere, undermining their gendered associations and turning them abject as well as 

uncanny. Sat-Chan and Mimiko seize power over public technologies and spaces, overturning 

the perception that urban technologies and spaces within Tokyo are best controlled and 

understood by men. These two adolescent onryō not only take control of public technologies, but 

they manipulate them beyond the limits of their intended use, bending them to their own will. 

The characterization of Sadako, Mitsuko, Fukie’s unborn twin, Sat-Chan and Mimiko in my 
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chosen Kaidan horror films undermines the patriarchal relegation of women to the private sphere 

in Japan. Their characterizations challenge Japanese patriarchy by showing that women are not 

inherently linked to the private sphere by any intrinsic biological force nor are they unsuitable to 

inhabit the public sphere in Japan; they can and do move between both at their own will.  

 

The adolescent female onryō’s murderous actions in my chosen Kaidan horror films 

express attempts to challenge and fight back against the patriarchal relegation of women to the 

private sphere. Her vengeful actions against Japanese society also express feelings of distress as 

well as rage against Japanese patriarchy, which seeks to limit women’s involvement in the public 

sphere, especially when it comes to shaping the important socio-political institutions which 

inform their daily lives. The confinement of women to the private sphere as I have detailed 

through this thesis has historically led to fractured families, cycles of parental neglect and abuse 

as well as institutional disenfranchisement of women, especially single mothers, who fall outside 

the bounds of acceptable womanhood in Japan. The adolescent female onryō and her relationship 

with Japanese patriarchy ultimately reveals that a future which continues to relegate women to 

the private sphere and disenfranchise single mothers as well as their children is a future filled 

with uncanny repetition and the return of a past which refuses to die. The conditions which allow 

for a stable national, patriarchal continuity within Japan are also the conditions which facilitate 

the return of the adolescent female onryō as well as her refusal to die peacefully. Both patriarchal 

continuity and the adolescent female onryō work off the same logic, as the very patriarchal 

institutions which enable her haunting and murderous actions are those which are the most 

condemned and damaged by those actions. The adolescent female onryō’ attacks against 
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Japanese patriarchy are called up and brought back into the present from a repressed past by 

patriarchy itself.  

 

The most successful cycle of Kaidan horror films, both critically and commercially, 

which extended from the late 1990s until the early 2010s, led to a string of foreign, primarily 

American, remakes of iconic films within the subgenre, including Ringu and Dark Water, as well 

as a myriad of ‘copycat’ films which sought to capitalize upon the popularity of the subgenre by 

recreating its most recognisable aesthetic and narrative elements. McRoy argues that 

 

 [a]s is often the case with genre films from any culture, financially successful 

formulae invariably give rise to numbing uniformity as producers scramble to 

capitalise on the success of popular films by creating a spate of motion pictures 

designed to imitate the visual and narratological tropes that led spectators to 

distinguish the genre’s offerings as ‘fresh’ and ‘exciting’ in the first place. 

(McRoy, “Recent Trends in Japanese Horror Cinema” 409) 

 

Following the late 2000s, films from the Kaidan horror subgenre became less narratively diverse 

and more repetitive of the iconographic narrative, aesthetic and thematic elements of the films 

from the late-1990s to the mid-2010s. Sadako Yamamura from Ringu – one of the most, if not 

the most, iconic adolescent female onryō from Kaidan horror films – has, since her appearance in 

the original Japanese film, been the focus of eight Japanese sequels, prequels as well as a 

television series in Japan. She has also been brought to the screen in three American remakes and 
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one Korean remake. In this arc from nascent popularity to depletion of the formula, Sadako is a 

useful figure for examining the origin, longevity as well as the exhaustion of the adolescent 

female onryō in Kaidan horror films since the late-2000s. The drive to bleed the adolescent 

female onryō of every dollar that could be made from her took over the subgenre. The urge to 

make as much money as possible from the popularity of Kaidan horror has led to both franchise 

and subgenre fatigue, most notably seen in both reboots of original films within the subgenre as 

well as crossover films. Sadako vs. Kayako (2016), directed by Kōji Shiraishi, stands as a prime 

example of the exhaustion and possible end of the Kaidan horror film cycle that rose to 

popularity during the late-1990s. The film takes both Sadako as well as Kayako, the female 

onryō featured as the primary antagonist in Kaidan horror franchise The Grudge, and pits them 

against one another in a fight to the death, somewhat akin to the narrative of the American 

crossover horror film, Freddy vs. Jason (2003), directed by Ronny Yu.  

 

Freddy vs. Jason is an American horror film which, within its respective slasher film 

subgenre, marked the end of a cycle of films based around Freddy vs. Jason’s titular characters, 

much like Sadako vs. Kayako. Freddy Kreuger and Jason Voorhees are iconic characters, not 

only in American horror cinema but also in American popular culture as a whole. Belonging to 

the slasher subgenre of American horror filmmaking, Freddy Kreuger and Jason Voorhees both 

have their own dedicated film franchises in which they feature as the primary villains, with 

Kreuger belonging to the A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984 -) franchise and Voorhees belonging 

to the Friday the 13th (1980 -) franchise. With horror franchises dating back over 30 years, 

Kreuger’s and Voorhees’ original slasher film cycles had reached the end of their heyday by the 

early 1990s. The idea for a crossover film between the two characters had been in development 
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for over ten years before Freddy vs. Jason finally hit theatres in 2003, when both franchises had 

begun to hit a serious decline in the box office revenue their respective sequels were generating 

(Peter Bracke 263–264). Freddy vs. Jason did not serve as a revitalisation of the slasher cycle 

Kreuger and Voorhees had been central in maintaining during the early 1980s to early 1990s; 

rather, the film served as a conclusion to each franchise. The film was an effort to bleed the A 

Nightmare on Elm Street and Friday the 13th franchises of as much profit as possible before their 

respective reboots in the late 2000s and early 2010s. The film’s narrative itself focuses on the 

decline of each villain’s impact upon society, a society which has seemingly forgotten about 

them. Freddy vs. Jason opens with Freddy Kreuger lamenting in hell at his inability to enter the 

dreams of teenagers as they are no longer afraid of him, having been forgotten by the fictional 

town of Springwood. In an attempt to regain his ability to infiltrate dreams and continue to 

murder unsuspecting teenagers, Kreuger manipulates the silent and masked serial killer Jason 

Voorhees into murdering the teenagers of Springwood. Kreuger uses Voorhees to instill a new 

sense of fear within the community, a fear which gives him to power to invade teenagers’ dreams 

and kill once again. The film quickly descends into a full-fledged brawl between Kreuger and 

Voorhees as to who ultimately has the right to murder the teenagers of Springwood. The visual 

spectacle of the two horror villains battling each other encompasses the majority of the film’s 

narrative focus, a spectacle which was instrumental to the film’s promotion. The major emphasis 

in the film’s marketing campaign was placed on touting the film as the final, ultimate face-off 

between the iconic villains. New Line Cinema, which both produced and distributed the film, 

even hosted a ‘weigh-in’ press conference for both fictional characters in the lead-up to the 

film’s release. 
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 However, Freddy vs. Jason is a self-reflexive film which is not only aware of itself as a 

horror film but aware of its own status as part of both Kreuger’s and Voorhees’ film franchises. 

Freddy vs. Jason is aware that both franchises have seemingly run their course within American 

horror cinema and are not as popular nor ‘scary’ for audiences as they were when they first 

premiered. The film openly acknowledges that both Kreuger and Voorhees have become so 

iconic within American popular culture that they are no longer frightening. Freddy vs. Jason 

plays upon this idea specifically through the character of Freddy, who sets the entire narrative 

into action due to his inability to enter the dreams of and kill teenagers anymore as longer 

remember him nor find him frightening: “From the very beginning, it was the children who gave 

me my power…the children…feared me…until they figured out a way to forget about me, to 

erase me completely…I can’t come back, if nobody remembers me, I can’t come back if none’s 

afraid.” The tactics used to promote the film, which focused more on creating hype amongst 

audiences as to who would win between Kreuger and Jason rather than on the film’s actual 

narrative, are similar to the promotional methods Sadako vs. Kayako made use of. The marketing 

strategies and reliance upon the spectacle of two iconic horror characters battling to the death in 

both Freddy vs. Jason and Sadako vs. Kayako mark the fatigue of specific cycles within the 

horror subgenre each film belongs to. However, Sadako vs. Kayako lacks the self-reflexivity 

which Freddy vs. Jason exhibits, especially when it comes to the iconic position of Sadako and 

Kayako within Japanese culture as well as the Kaidan horror subgenres’ waning dominance 

within the Japanese cinematic landscape. Instead, Sadako vs. Kayako presents a gendered, visual 

display which focuses on women as both victims, in the case of Yuri, and as grotesque 

spectacles, on the part of Sadako and Kayako. 
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Sadako vs. Kayako was promoted, much like Freddy vs. Jason, as the ultimate showdown 

between two Japanese, Kaidan horror film icons, Sadako Yamamura from the Ringu franchise 

and Kayako Saeki from the Ju-On franchise. The entirety of the film builds up to the visual 

spectacle of Sadako and Kayako fighting one another over which of them will get to kill a young 

woman who has been subject to both of their curses, much like Kreuger and Voorhees in Freddy 

vs. Jason. Sadako vs. Kayako opens with two young women, university students Yuri and 

Natsumi, buying a videotape player which, unknown to them, contains Sadako’s cursed 

videotape. Natsumi watches the tape, unwittingly becoming a victim to Sadako’s murderous 

curse. Yuri eventually watches the tape herself, as both women struggle to find a way to stop the 

curse and their impending murder at Sadako’s hands. Natsumi falls victim to Sadako and Yuri 

eventually receives help from two paranormal psychics, Keizo and Tamao. Keizo convinces Yuri 

that the only way to stop Sadako and end her reign of terror for good is to find another, rival 

female onryō to kill her. They decide to entice Kayako into killing Sadako by having Yuri enter 

the haunted Saeki house where Kayako resides, so she can be subjected to Kayako’s curse. As a 

result, Yuri ends up being cursed by both Sadako and Kayako, which causes the two female 

onryō to battle it out over who will ultimately get to kill her. The brawl between the two female 

onryō not only results in Yuri’s death but also the fusion of both Sadako and Kayako into one 

singular entity known as Sadakaya. The film ends on an ambiguous note as Sadakaya stalks 

toward Tamao, her fate left unknown. The ambiguity with which the film’s narrative ends 

resonates with the ambiguous endings of both Ringu and Ju-On: The Grudge, as well as 

numerous other films within both the Ringu and Ju-On franchises. Sadakaya, like Sadako and 

Kayako, is left to propagate her curse and repeatedly seek murderous vengeance against Japanese 

society. However, despite the similarity in the film’s ending, Sadako vs. Kayako features a 
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distinct lack of either female onryō’s socio-political associations within their own film 

franchises. The history of both figures, especially the patriarchal social conditions which resulted 

in their deaths and subsequent transformation into onryō, barely receives any attention in Sadako 

vs. Kayako. When it comes to Sadako in particular, her challenging of Japanese patriarchy, a 

core feature of Ringu, is entirely absent from Sadako vs. Kayako narrative. Instead, Sadako vs. 

Kayako focuses on presenting a gendered, visual spectacle of two female onryō fighting each 

other over who gets the right to kill their shared victim, Yuri.  

 

The conflict between Sadako and Kayako, which primarily emphasises the sight of two 

female onryō engaging in a violent battle to the death, seizes on the vengeful anger both onryō 

have towards Japanese society and turns that wrath away from its original target, Japanese 

patriarchy. By redirecting Sadako’s and Kayako’s murderous rage upon each other, the film 

sheds the characters’ original motivations within their own film franchises. Especially in the case 

of Sadako, her figuration as an adolescent female onryō and the implications of this in terms of 

her vengeance-fuelled attacks on Japanese society are completely absent from the film. In doing 

so, the film fragments the female onryōs’ original quests to confront patriarchal Japanese society, 

resulting in a gendered display of violence which focuses upon the distortion of their bodies as 

they fight each other and the entangled bodily mass which results from their fusion into 

Sadakaya. Furthermore, while Sadako and Kayako battle to the death, their intended victim, 

Yuri, can do little more than scream in horror. Sadako vs. Kayako strips both Sadako and Kayako 

of most of their contextual significance within Kaidan horror filmmaking, as female onryō who 

attack the socio-political institutions which uphold Japanese patriarchy. The film thus lacks any 

sort of self-reflexivity in terms of the iconic status of Sadako or Kaya within Japanese culture. 
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Unlike Freddy vs. Jason, which from the outset of the film’s narrative directly explains, via 

voiceover from Kreuger himself, that American society no longer finds him frightening because 

of his iconic status, Sadako vs. Kayako does not acknowledge the female onryō’s status as well 

known entities within Japanese society. The lack of self-reflexivity in Sadako vs. Kayako is in 

part due to the film’s insistence that Sadako and Kayako are still frightening to Japanese society 

and will continue to be horrific due to their abject bodily states and murderous actions. 

Furthermore, while Freddy vs. Jason acknowledged the waning dominance of both villains’ 

franchises within American horror cinema, Sadako vs. Kayako refuses the subgenre’s declining 

dominance within Japanese cinema. This is because Sadako vs. Kayako wants to ensure 

continuation of both female onryō’s franchises within Japanese horror filmmaking and leave the 

possibility open for sequels to the film and reboots for both franchises. While a reboot of the 

Ringu franchise was attempted in 2019 with Hideo Nakata’s Sadako, the film had a lackluster 

reception, featuring a similar lack of self-reflexivity to Sadako vs. Kayako in terms of Sadako’s 

iconic status within Japanese society. The film also was panned by critics for having a derivative, 

unoriginal story as well as a lack of any lore surrounding Sadako’s character, which had been set 

up in previous films within the franchise: “With the lowest body count in Ringu franchise 

history, virtually no jump scares, a weak demonic presence, and a storyline that does little to 

enhance the original storyline Sadako is a movie that escaped from the D-movie horror section of 

a long-shuttered video rental store” (Joelle Monique par. 10). Sadako vs. Kayako’s as well as 

Sadako’s lack of self-reflexivity pertains not only to the Kaidan horror subgenre’s waning 

dominance within Japanese horror cinema; in addition, both films also lack any reflection upon 

the onryō’s highly commercial and domesticized status within Japanese society.  
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Sadako vs. Kayako has been derided by film critics for its unoriginality as well as an 

unsatisfying final fight between the two female onryō. John Squires asserts that Sadako vs. 

Kayako feels “like a reboot of The Ring crudely smashed together with a reboot of The Grudge” 

and that “the film hardly brings the two franchises together in any sort of creative fashion, and 

it’s all very clunky; worse yet, it’s incredibly boring” (par. 6). The final, filmic showdown 

between two of Kaidan horror’s most iconic female onryō is focused more on marketing the fight 

between Sadako and Kayako than on the originality of the films’ storytelling as well as the 

characters’ legacies within Japanese horror filmmaking. The marketing campaign for Sadako vs. 

Kayako featured an array of consumer products, including T-shirts, beauty-masks as well as a 

collaboration with the Japanese brand Hello Kitty. The Hello Kitty marketing campaign featured 

the characters of Kitty and Mimmy dressed up as Sadako and Kayako, respectively, with both 

appearing on an array of consumer goods, including stationary, bags, towels and posters, to name 

a few. Furthermore, in a similar vein to Freddy vs. Jason, the marketing for Sadako vs. Kayako 

also involved the films’ respective female onryō appearing at a Japanese baseball game, where 

both squared off against one another in a mock baseball game, with Sadako acting as pitcher and 

Kayako as the batter. After the game, Sadako and Kayako held a press conference where they 

talked to reporters, with Kayako predicting she would win against Sadako in the film. Other 

public appearances by the two female onryō were also staged on the streets of Japan. In one 

particular instance, multiple performers dressed as Sadako and Kayako participated in a dance-

off to the film’s theme song at Shibuya train station. The transformation of a Kaidan horror film 

into an extended marketing campaign as well as the utilisation of iconic female onryō within the 

subgenre in ways which strip both figures of their respective socio-political associations denote 

that Sadako vs. Kayako marks a shift within the subgenre. This shift towards an advanced 
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commercialization which places the primary importance of the subgenre on its role as a 

marketing tool, to not only sell films but also products associated with those films, marks the end 

of the heyday of the subgenre’s late-1990s to early-2010s cycle. While this turn towards 

commercialization is an important marker of the Kaidan horror subgenre’s waning dominance 

within Japanese horror filmmaking, the fact that people did go and see the film and buy its 

associated products is a measure of the lasting impact of the female onryō’s popularity and 

impact upon Japanese society. The adolescent female onryō, in particular, has not been simply 

subsumed into the patriarchal order despite being turned into a tool for commercialization. 

Rather, the intense focus upon marketing within Kaidan horror films following the late-1990s to 

early-2010s cycle speaks to how iconic adolescent female onryō from the subgenre have become 

commercially domesticized within Japanese society, especially Sadako.  

 

Sadako vs. Kayako’s marketing campaign recognizes that adolescent female onryō are no 

longer horrifying characters; instead they are products for domestic consumption. The adolescent 

female onryō, a character which historically fulfilled a contradictory collective fantasy for 

Japanese society during the late-1990s to early-2010s cycle of Kaidan horror films, no longer 

serves such a purpose. The fact that she can be sold as a commercial product and be featured on 

the front of beauty products, t-shirts and domestic goods shows that so no longer holds the status 

as a horrific or political figure within contemporary Japanese society.  The adolescent female 

onryō has become a form of wholesome family entertainment, as evidenced by her use as 

promotional material during a baseball match. While her ability to be sold as a commercial 

product and used as a marketing tool speaks to the influence she has within Japanese society as 

an icon of Japanese horror cinema, since the end of late-1990s to early-2010s cycle of Kaidan 
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horror films the domesticization of her character means that she has gradually become incapable 

of patriarchal critique.   

 

With the Kaidan horror subgenre entering a state of narrative fatigue and the figure of the 

adolescent female onryō becoming commercially domesticized, another subgenre has emerged 

into prominence in Japanese horror filmmaking during the past decade. This Japanese horror 

subgenre is what McRoy terms the “mutant girl film” (“Recent Trends in Japanese Horror 

Cinema” 409). The Mutant Girl subgenre shifts the focus from adolescent female onryō to 

technologically ‘mutated’ teenage girls, building upon and expanding the link made between 

“Japanese enfant terribles” and “technology/machinization” which is found in Kaidan horror 

films, such as One Missed Call and Ringu (“Recent Trends in Japanese Horror Cinema” 411). 

Passing the mantle on from the adolescent female onryō to the mutant teenage girl, these films 

critique Japanese patriarchy, as was once found within the Kaidan horror subgenre. The mutant 

teenage girl in the Mutant Girl film violently attacks core Japanese socio-political institutions 

which endeavor to eradicate her kind from existence. McRoy argues that Mutant Girl horror 

films “contribute to a discourse of corporeal and cultural boundary violation that reveals 

biological and social bodies as flexible and permeable assemblages that disallow illusions of 

impregnability and reductive coherency” (“Recent Trends in Japanese Horror Cinema” 412). The 

mutant teenage girls’ attack upon important Japanese socio-political institutions, especially that 

of the police department, results in an uncanny future proliferated by abject teenage girls who not 

only tear down patriarchal boundaries between the public and private spheres within Japanese 

society but also render obsolete patriarchal Japanese ideals of womanhood.  
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Films within the Mutant Girl subgenre closely resemble elements of what Eugene 

Thacker calls “biohorror,” with their focus on futuristic Japanese dystopias where advances in 

technology have led to the biological enhancement and manipulation of the human body (112). 

Notable films from the Mutant Girl subgenre of Japanese horror filmmaking include Yoshihiro 

Nishimura’s 2008 film Tōkyō Zankoku Keisatsu (Tokyo Gore Police) as well as Noboru Iguchi’s, 

Yoshihiro Nishimura’s and Tak Sakaguchi’s 2010 film Sentō Shōjo: Chi no Tekkamen Densetsu 

(Mutant Girl Squad). While the plots of Tokyo Gore Police and Mutant Girl Squad vary in 

multiple ways from each other, they do share certain tropes which are central to the subgenre. 

Both films feature mutant teenage girls who wield, often from their severed limbs, a range of 

knives, guns and, at times, even animal heads. As McRoy states,  

 

[l]imbs are severed with alarming regularity. Blood erupts from wounds with the 

force of water from geysers. Phallic appendages unexpectedly sprout forth, 

strange new orifices appear in biologically incongruent locations and breasts 

spray corrosive acids capable of reducing bodies to bone and streaming pink 

tissues in a matter of seconds. (“Recent Trends in Japanese Horror Cinema” 412)  

 

Mutant Girl horror films center around teenage female mutants who, like their adolescent female 

onryō counterparts in Kaidan horror films, embody binary oppositions as both young women and 

murderous entities. Furthermore, the subgenre inherits from the Kaidan horror film a similar 

undercutting of patriarchal Japanese society, with core socio-political institutions such as the 

family and the police force facing attacks by the films’ teenage female mutant characters.  
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Tokyo Gore Police, as one of the first films produced in what came to be categorized as 

the Mutant Girl horror subgenre, features an outright attack upon Japanese patriarchy through the 

annihilation of not only trust in the police force, but the annihilation of the institution itself by a 

teenage female mutant. Set in a futuristic, dystopian Tokyo city, the film centers around the 

character of Ruka, a highly driven police officer belonging to a special squad within Tokyo’s 

privatized Police Force. In the city, order is kept by paramilitary police units, known as ‘engineer 

hunters,’ who are tasked with tracking down mutant humans, known as ‘engineers,’ who carry a 

virus which allows them to transform injuries into random weaponry. Ruka, highly skilled with 

her police unit for killing engineers, is sent on a mission to kill one engineer known as the ‘Key-

Man,’ whom Ruka discovers is the creator of the virus which turns humans into mutants. During 

their altercation, the Key-Man infects Ruka with a tumour which carries the mutant virus. Ruka 

eventually transforms into an engineer herself, with one of her arms mutating into a spiked, alien 

creature with a crocodile-like mouth and her eye turning into a bio-mechanical lens after she 

loses it during battle. During her transformation process, Ruka teams up with various other 

engineers and discovers that the chief of Toyoko Police had her father killed because Ruka’s 

father protested and spoke out against the privatisation of the police force. The film ends with a 

violent, bloody confrontation between the crooked chief of police and the mutant Ruka, who 

eventually decapitates the chief, ending his corrupt reign. Mutant Girl Squad features a similar 

narrative premise of bio-mechanical, mutant teenage girls who struggle against a corrupt, 

futuristic Japanese society which seeks their destruction. The film centres around a sixteen-year-

old teenage girl named Rin, who discovers that she is from a bio-mechanically enhanced 

Japanese clan known as the Hiruko, after her arm transforms into a wired and steel-plated 
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mutation with blades replacing her fingers. After her mother and father are murdered by anti-

Hiruko, government soldiers, Rin finds and join a group of other teenage girl Hiruko mutants 

lead by a revenge-fuelled samurai named Kisaragi who wishes to destroy humans, who have 

long persecuted their clan. Torn between her mutant clan and her unwillingness to commit 

genocide, Rin eventually manages to control her mutant, biomechanical powers and convince her 

fellow Hiruko teenage girl mutants to spare humanity and dispose of their leader. Both Tokyo 

Gore Police and Mutant Girl Squad through their mutant teenage girl protagonists, Ruka and 

Rin, respectively, rupture binary divisions within Japanese society which seek to separate the 

public sphere from the private sphere as well as the self from the other, and the biological from 

the mechanical, to name a few (“Recent Trends in Japanese Horror Cinema” 415). Ruka and Rin 

have “conspicuously incoherent bodies,” but rather than situating both mutant teenage girls as 

evil or monstrous, Tokyo Gore Police and Mutant Girl Squad utilise their biomechanical 

hybridity to confront and undermine reactionary, patriarchal ideals of Japanese womanhood 

(“Recent Trends in Japanese Horror Cinema” 415). As McRoy argues, “Tokyo Gore Police and 

Mutant Girl Squad feature strong young female protagonists who overcome adversity and defeat 

predominantly male characters who not only occupy power cultural roles but who also violently 

discriminate against those who differ from the ‘norm’” (“Recent Trends in Japanese Horror 

Cinema” 415). The mutant teenage girls’ overt attack upon Japanese patriarchy through both her 

biomechanical nature and violent destruction of important socio-political Japanese institutions, 

such as the police, continues the adolescent female onryō tradition, within Kaidan horror films, 

of questioning and usurping control over the gendered division of Japan’s public and private 

spheres.  
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With their bio-mechanically enhanced mutant teenage girls, Ruka and Rin, Tokyo Gore 

Police and Mutant Girl Squad speak to contemporary anxieties within Japanese society 

concerning a myriad of changes to Japan’s economic stability following the global financial 

crisis (2007-2008). While the global financial crisis originated in America between 2007 and 

2008, triggered by financial “defaults among subprime mortgage borrowers” and the bankruptcy 

of Lehman Brothers, “financial institutions across the world” were impacted. (Ryuhei Wakasugi 

par. 1). As Hiroko Tabuchi asserts, “Japan [was] firmly among the worst-hit in the global crisis, 

dwarfing economic declines in the United States and Europe” (par. 5). The global financial crisis 

had a sizeable impact upon Japan’s unemployment rate. The Japanese company Sony 

Corporation, as one of Japan’s and the world’s largest tech empires, made 8000 workers 

redundant by 2010 as a result of the global financial crisis (Aaron Smith par. 4). Sony’s jobs cuts 

contributed to Japan’s rising unemployment rate in the wake of the financial crisis, “helping to 

drive up [the] unemployment rate to 4.4 percent in December from 3.9 percent in November” of 

2008 in Japan (Hiroko Tabuchi par. 9). The mutant teenage girl’s appearance within Japanese 

horror cinema at the same time as the Japanese economy entered a state of instability is no mere 

coincidence. Much like the adolescent female onryō’s appearance within Kaidan horror cinema 

following the bursting of Japan’s asset price bubble in 1992 during the ‘Lost Decade’ (1991-

2000), the teenage mutant girl subgenre of filmmaking is a product of an unstable Japanese 

society plunged into a financial crisis. As I have argued, when Japan’s economic future is in 

jeopardy, patriarchal continuity within Japan is threatened. McRoy notes that  

 

the bio-mechanical hybridity and mutating physiologies that define the…excess of 

Tokyo Gore Police and Mutant Girl Squad accomplish far more than merely 
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illustrating anxieties surrounding cultural transformation in a historical moment in 

which socio-cultural disciplinary apparatuses promote nationalism and binary 

conceptualizations of sexual and gender identity. (“Recent Trends in Japanese 

Horror Cinema” 420).  

 

I argue that the mutant teenage girl, similarly to her adolescent female onryō counterpart, utilises 

her uncanny hybrid nature as a biomechanical mutant to not only attack but decimate the 

patriarchal socio-political institutions which uphold gendered divisions within Japanese society. 

As I have maintained throughout my thesis, the characterization of such figures as the mutant 

teenage girl and the adolescent female onryō does not exist within a vacuum; they are a product 

of specific socio-historical contexts. Their relationship with Japanese patriarchy is especially 

influenced by their socio-historical contexts. The adolescent female onryō has not ‘died’ since 

the end of the late-1990s to early-2010s cycle of Kaidan horror films. Rather, patriarchal 

anxieties have shifted within Japanese society, a shift reflected within the Mutant Girl subgenre 

of Japanese horror filmmaking.  

 

Issues of economic instability following the global financial crisis coupled with the end 

of the Heisei period and the start of the Reiwa period in 2019 mark the beginning of a new, 

uncertain economic and socio-cultural future for Japan. The 2019 imperial transition, in which 

Emperor Naruhito ascended to the Chrysanthemum Throne, has ushered in a new socio-cultural 

period in Japan, occurring in the same year as global competition concerning 

telecommunications technology has led to concerns over the power of such technology to rupture 
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patriarchal divisions between the private and public spheres due to concerns over privacy and 

spying. As Huawei has risen to become a technological giant within the world economy, Japan’s 

technology industry has fallen behind. By 2013, major Japanese electronics companies were 

dwarfed by South Korean, Chinese and Taiwanese electronics companies when it came to 

influence over the international market for consumer technology (Ben Morris par. 1) As I have 

argued, while it is important to analyse the representation of the adolescent female onryō in my 

chosen Kaidan horror films, it is also essential to consider the socio-historical context which 

informs her characterization in order to understand the ideological implications of her attack 

upon Japanese patriarchy. Through her relationship with mother figures, her embodiment in 

water as well as objects and spaces within the private and public spheres of Japanese society, the 

adolescent female onryō has attacked Japanese patriarchy during socio-historical periods of 

economic destabilisation. With Japan’s imperial transition and weakened influence within the 

global technology industry, it may be that once again patriarchal continuity within Japan is being 

called into question. This offers a possibly for the return of adolescent female onryō within 

Japanese horror cinema, a return which may offer a new challenge to Japanese patriarchy within 

an emergent socio-historical context.  
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