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	This article examines the portrayal of female ghost characters in 30 Indonesian horror movies released between 2020 and 2025, analyzing their prevalence through the lens of Stuart Hall's theory of representation. A qualitative approach will be employed for the purpose of examination. The study posits that female ghosts serve as potent symbolic representations of social and cultural anxieties. A tripartite framework is used, focusing on the construction of language, images, and cultural symbols with the main analytical categories: gender norms, ritual practices, mythology, and spiritual beliefs. The data reveal that female ghosts are used to symbolise women who have been violated, betrayed, or forced to transgress established socio-cultural boundaries. The continued predominance of these figures reflects the horror genre's crucial function as a cultural tool for reflecting and regulating society's most deeply rooted gender ideologies.

	




1. Introduction  
Movies are a dynamic form of media that evolve alongside technological innovation and function as complex audiovisual systems that shape how audiences experience reality. Rather than merely providing artistic entertainment, cinema reflects social conditions and simultaneously influences viewers' perceptions of culture, psychology, and society (Meng, 2024; Ren, 2025). Within this broader function, genre plays a vital role in conveying meaning and directing audience interpretation. 
This section reviews the role of genre in film production and interpretation. Genre categorization helps audiences anticipate narrative structures, emotional tones, and thematic elements. Genres such as action, drama, romance, comedy, documentary, thriller, and horror provide a framework for filmmakers and viewers alike, shaping storytelling approaches, marketing strategies, and audience expectations (Fa et al., 2023). Among these genres, horror stands out as one of the most culturally expressive genres, as it often engages directly with social anxieties, moral boundaries, and collective fears.
The next section addresses horror as a culturally rooted genre. Horror is not limited to monsters or jump scares but is deeply shaped by historical, social, and cultural contexts that reflect collective anxieties and taboos (Jones, 2021). Haq et al. (2023) distinguish between terror and horror, with terror defined as the anticipation of fear before an event, marked by uncertainty, and horror is the emotional and physical revulsion that follows a fearful event. In this sense, horror is seen as terror that has manifested physically or visually.
This discussion becomes particularly relevant in the Indonesian context.  Horror movies can be understood as a reflection of the cultural constructs that exist and evolve within society, which are often influenced by external factors such as politics, social norms, and historical periods (Prastiwi, 2023). Indonesian horror cinema has a long and evolving history that mirrors the country’s shifting social, cultural, and political landscapes. The genre emerged in the 1940s with Tengkorak Hiduep (1941), directed by Tan Tjoei Hock, and gained popularity in the 1970s with movies such as Beranak Dalam Kubur and Lisa. During this period, female characters, most notably Suzzanna, known as the “Queen of Indonesian Horror,” began to dominate the genre. From the 1980s onward, Indonesian horror shifted toward supernatural antagonists rooted in local folklore, such as Kuntilanak, often blending horror with eroticism, comedy, and violence. This transformation has been linked to increasing religious piety and the growing presence of Islamic symbolism in public life (Adiprasetio, 2023). 
The following section examines gender representation within Indonesian horror cinema. From the 2000s onward, horror movies increasingly drew on urban legends and modern anxieties, yet female figures remained central as objects of fear. Indonesian horror differs from Western horror by emphasizing mythology, karma, and religion, which resonates strongly with local audiences and contributes to commercial success (Lestari & Sihombing, 2022). However, these narratives often reinforce traditional gender roles. Male characters are typically portrayed as authoritative and powerful, while female characters are depicted as naive, vulnerable, or morally “tainted,” frequently meeting tragic ends (Khasanah & Merina, 2024). That shows gender roles in Indonesia are deeply influenced by traditional and cultural values, where patriarchy remains a dominant social structure. 
Gender, understood as a social and cultural construct rather than a purely biological distinction, reflects societal expectations that shift over time  (Wijaya et al., 2025). In Indonesian horror movies, women are frequently represented as victims, sensual supernatural beings, or powerless figures (Febrian & Salsabila, 2024). Empirical studies support this pattern: Annissa & Adiprasetio (2022) show that between 1970 and 2019, approximately 338 Indonesian horror movies incorporated folklore or mythological figures that largely depicted women as demonic entities, vengeful spirits, or restless ghosts. Similarly, Srilaksmi & Damasemil (2024) analyze 600 Indonesian horror movies released between 1970 and 2022 and reveal consistent portrayals of women as victims and embodiments of monstrous femininity within patriarchal frameworks. Visual analyses of horror movie posters from the 1980s to the 2010s further reveal the objectification of female bodies, reinforcing gendered oppression while simultaneously reflecting evolving discourses of female strength and agency (Hendrwinata et al., 2024; Isnaini, 2022).
Despite this extensive body of research, a significant gap remains. Existing studies primarily focus on the visual objectification, patriarchal framing, and historical evolution of female characters as victims or supernatural entities. However, limited attention has been given to the social and cultural motivations behind women’s transformation into ghosts in contemporary Indonesian horror movies, particularly those released between 2020 to 2025. This period is marked by shifting gender discourses and a reconfiguration of female power, resistance, and agency within popular culture. 
To address this gap, this study is guided by the following research questions:
1. How are female ghost characters represented in Indonesian horror movies in the period of 2020 to 2025?
2. What social and cultural factors contribute to the portrayal of women as vengeful or dominant supernatural figures?
3. To what extent do these representations reinforce or challenge traditional patriarchal gender roles in Indonesian society?

The purpose of this study is to deepen understanding of how cultural context shapes horror storytelling and sustains or transforms gendered archetypes in Indonesian cinema. By connecting representations of female ghosts to local mythologies and cultural fears, this research highlights how horror narratives may reflect, negotiate, or contest societal views of women and their roles within spiritual and supernatural frameworks.
4. The objectives of this research are twofold: first, to offer a culturally and gender-informed interpretation of contemporary Indonesian horror movies; and second, to contribute to broader discussions in film studies, cultural studies, and gender representation. This study aims to provide a critical framework for understanding how horror cinema reflects social transformation and encourages filmmakers, critics, and audiences to engage with more equitable and culturally sensitive storytelling practices within Indonesia’s film industry.

2. Method
This study employs a qualitative method to examine the predominance of female ghost characters in Indonesian horror movies produced between 2020 to 2025. A qualitative approach is selected because it allows for an in-depth, contextual, and interpretive analysis of social and cultural phenomena as represented in cinematic narratives. Rather than measuring frequency or numerical dominance alone, this approach enables the researcher to explore how meanings related to femininity, fear, power, and retribution are constructed and communicated through cinema.
The data for this study consist of 30 Indonesian horror movies released within the specified time period that feature women as ghost or spirit figures. The movies were selected purposively based on several criteria. First, the movies demonstrate thematic relevance, particularly the prominence of female ghost characters who play a central role in the narrative and whose presence drives the storyline. Second, the selected movies share recurring narrative motifs, most notably retribution, revenge, or unresolved injustice, which are common themes in Indonesian horror cinema and culturally resonant for Indonesian audiences. Lastly, the movies were selected based on availability and accessibility, allowing the researcher to repeatedly view and analyze the narratives, visuals, and symbolic elements in detail.
The analysis follows a thematic qualitative procedure informed by Stuart Hall’s theory of representation. The researcher conducted multiple viewings of each film to identify recurring patterns in visual cues, narrative structures, character behaviors, and symbolic elements associated with female ghost representations. The analytic process involved several stages. First, initial coding was conducted by identifying key scenes, dialogues, visual symbols, and character traits related to femininity, supernatural power, victimhood, and revenge. Second, these codes were grouped into broader thematic categories, such as retribution, moral justice, gendered suffering, and cultural fear. Third, the themes were mapped across the selected movies and organized into a comparative table to show how each movie positions female ghost characters within similar or differing representational frameworks. This categorization process allows for triangulation, as patterns are identified across multiple movies rather than relying on a single text, thereby strengthening the credibility of the findings.
This methodological approach facilitates the examination of visual cues, narrative structures, character behaviours, and symbolic elements that are not amenable to capture through quantitative approaches (Rahmalina et al., 2025). 
This research uses Stuart Hall’s representative theory that explains the process by which meaning is produced through language, images, and cultural symbols, rather than as a simple reflection of reality. According to Hall, representation operates through systems of signs and codes that are interpreted by audiences within specific social and cultural contexts (Apple, 2020). The study applies Hall’s concepts of encoding and decoding, examining how filmmakers encode meanings related to femininity, supernatural authority, and moral retribution, and how audiences may decode these meanings through dominant, negotiated, or oppositional readings. This framework provides a robust foundation for analyzing how Indonesian horror movies construct cultural fears and gendered identities through female ghost characters.
As this study relies on qualitative interpretation, the researcher acknowledges the role of subjectivity in the analytic process. The researcher’s academic background in literary and cultural studies informs the interpretive lens used in analyzing film narratives and representations. To address potential bias, the researcher employs reflexivity by consistently grounding interpretations in visual and narrative evidence from the movies and by comparing patterns across multiple texts rather than relying on isolated examples. The use of established theoretical frameworks and systematic coding procedures further helps to ensure analytical transparency and credibility.

3. Result and Discussion
Across the four tables analyzing 30 Indonesian horror movies released between 2020 and 2025, recurring patterns emerge in how language, imagery, and cultural symbols are mobilized to construct female ghost characters. Within the category of cultural symbols, four recurring thematic dimensions were identified: gender norms, mythology, ritual practice, and spiritual beliefs. Across the data, gender norms appear most consistently, followed closely by ritual practices, while mythology appears at a moderate level, and spiritual beliefs occur least frequently. These frequencies are not presented to imply statistical generalization, but rather to indicate dominant narrative tendencies across the sampled movies. Collectively, the four tables suggest that female ghosts are less frequently framed as purely religious or metaphysical entities and more often positioned as culturally and socially mediated figures shaped by gendered expectations and moral conflict.
Rather than viewing the movies chronologically, the findings are more clearly understood when grouped thematically, revealing shared narrative structures and ideological concerns that cut across different production years.
Table 1 Gender Norms
	No
	Year
	Movie Titles
	Language
	Image
	Cultural Symbols

	 1
	2022
	Ivanna
	The narrative revolves around Ivanna, a Dutch woman seeking revenge against the indigenous people for her death.
	In Ivanna, the ghost is that of a Dutch-Indonesian woman who was murdered violently during the colonial conflict, with her body mutilated and her humanity erased. 
	Gender Norms: Her ghost, in search of vengeance and her missing head, symbolizes memory and the historical injustices of colonialism and war. 

	2
	2022
	Mumun
	The haunting represents a quest for moral justice against those responsible for the ghost’s tragic death in a hit-and-run. 

	The female character symbolizes the pocong from Indonesian folklore, depicted as a dark figure constrained and moving by hopping. 
	Gender Norms: Mumun is depicted as the kembang desa, the prettiest girl in the village, signifying societal views on femininity tied to purity and allure. 

	3
	2023
	Suzanna: Malam Jumat Kliwon
	The storytelling structure communicates meaning not just through words, but through the plot progression: a woman is forced into marriage to settle a debt, suffers from a rival’s jealousy, dies traumatically, and returns for justice. The term "Malam Jumat Kliwon" functions as a metaphor for a time when the veil between worlds is thin.
	The movie relies heavily on the visual encoding of the Sundel Bolong: long black hair, pale skin, white dress, and the perforated back. The hole in the back (often revealing internal organs) acts as a visual sign of the physical trauma inflicted upon the female body during childbirth and murder.
	Gender Norms: Suzzanna symbolizes the commodification of women. She is used as "payment" for her father's debt and forced to marry Raden Aryo. This reflects the Gender Norms of women as property or objects of exchange.

	4
	2022
	Kuntilanak 3
	Specific lines of dialogue construct a narrative of elite spiritualism rather than traditional village superstition. For example, the antagonist Eyang Sukma states, "Just one child of Mangkujiwo descent is enough for me and the Kuntilanak Queen to unite for eighty years". This dialogue constructs a meaning of immortality and symbiosis between the human and the ghost.
	The antagonist, Eyang Sukma, is often framed with visuals that contrast "regal elegance" with "decay." The image of her wearing a traditional mask or the visual revelation of her true, aged form while hosting the spirit serves as a sign of deception.
	Gender Norms: The character of Eyang Sukma represents a violation of the "nurturing mother" Gender Norms. Instead of protecting children (the students at the Mata Hati school), she consumes them.

	5
	2023
	Pamali: Dusun Pocong
	The conflict is triggered when the protagonists stumble upon a young woman who is being prepared for a ritual sacrifice in a haunted house.
	The vengeful ghost figures (often tied to the entity known as Mbah Sarap) utilize specific localized body movements that signal spiritual power. For instance, some ghost movements are described as "chanting curses while crouching," a visual gesture that is instantly recognizable to local audiences as a sign of black magic or powerful local mysticism.
	Gender Norms: The female ghost symbolizes a woman who was deeply violated or betrayed. The plot centers on a woman being held for a ritual sacrifice (tumbal), reflecting the Gender Norms that associates women with victimhood, purity, or specific domestic/societal roles that, when violated, result in a transformation into a supernatural force seeking justice or vengeance. 

	 6
	2022
	Perempuan Bergaun Merah
	The film utilizes specific cultural terminology by introducing the concept of Nu Gui (a vengeful female ghost in Chinese folklore). Through dialogue, characters like Nenek Wong explain that a woman who dies wearing red will return as a ferocious spirit to seek revenge.
	Unlike the traditional Kuntilanak, who is typically depicted in white (symbolizing grief or purity), the ghost in this film wears a red dress. Visually, this encodes the meaning of anger, malice, and vengeance.
	Gender Norms: The female ghost symbolizes the violation of women in a patriarchal setting. Kara, the victim, was silenced and harmed by male figures (peers who drugged her or covered up the crime) and failed by those supposed to protect her. 

	 7
	2020
	Rasuk 2
	The movie uses the language of forensic science (autopsies, incisions, examining wounds) to "read" the ghost. The term "Indigo" or "Sixth Sense" (indera keenam) is frequently used in the film's dialogue to label the character’s condition.
	The recurring image of the female ghost (Mrs. X) is depicted with specific visual codes: pale skin, wounds relating to her cause of death, and a terrifying gaze. These images are not neutral; they are designed to encode "suffering" and "injustice."
	Gender Norms: The ghost of Mrs. X symbolizes the "violated woman." Her backstory (revealed to involve betrayal or violence) reflects Gender Norms where women are often portrayed as victims of male violence or toxic relationships. 

	 8
	2020
	Janin
	The narrative structure itself acts as a "language" that communicates a moral warning: a past sin (forced abortion) that was silenced in the past returns to speak through the ghost in the present.
	The ghost is depicted with pale skin, dark hair, and distorted body movements (typical of the Kuntilanak archetype).
	Gender Norms: The movie highlights the grave consequences of forced abortions, typically dictated by men, leading to legal entanglements for women while men avoid repercussions. 

	9
	2024
	Vina: Sebelum Tujuh Hari
	The movie uses the supernatural phenomenon of a restless spirit (Vina's spirit) possessing her friend to verbally narrate the sequence of events (rape, torture, and murder). This shapes the audience's interpretation of the crime as an unresolved trauma that transcends the boundary of life and death, seeking a higher moral justice.
	As a ghost stemming from extreme physical violence, Vina is likely depicted using classic Indonesian horror imagery to encode tragedy and spiritual unrest. This may include visuals such as a traumatized, pale appearance, signs of physical injury, or a non-conventional, distorted posture (in flashbacks or her spirit form) to convey the brutal reality of her death.
	Gender Norms: Vina’s character is a symbol of a woman who was violated and betrayed by a male aggressor (Egi) after rejecting his advances. 

	10
	2024
	Munkar
	The movie utilizes a classic revenge narrative pattern. The spirit haunting the pesantren is a powerful metaphor for the idea that unresolved injustice and institutional violence cannot be contained or buried. 
	Herlina is visually depicted within the environment of a pesantren, likely wearing the modest, pious clothing of a santriwati (a veil/hijab and typically light-colored clothing). 

	Gender Norms: Herlina symbolizes the woman who has been violated, betrayed, and silenced by her peers and the institution. 






Table 2 Mythology
	No
	Year
	Movie Titles
	Language
	Image
	Cultural Symbols

	1
	2024
	KKN Desa Penari: Bandarawuhi di desa penari
	The movie focuses on the origin of Badarawuhi and the ancestral curse tied to the village. 
	Badarawuhi is depicted in a lavish green dancer’s costume (a la ancient Java), specifically referencing the supreme ruler/spirit of the Southern Sea (Nyi Roro Kidul), often incorporating seductive body language and sensual voice. 
	Mythology: The character of Badarawuhi is directly rooted in the mythology of Javanese spirit beings (nyai spirits) associated with specific places and local guardianship. 

	2
	2025
	Gundik
	The title character is initially referred to by the socially charged term Gundik (mistress or concubine), which immediately signifies a past of female suffering, betrayal, or moral complexity under a powerful man. 
	Her image likely encodes power and authority (e.g., traditional Javanese/Sundanese costume or commanding posture) rather than pure vulnerability, acquiring the meaning of revenge and spiritual unrest.
	Mythology: The figure of Nyai is a potent cultural symbol, explicitly linked to local mythological figures and beliefs by being identified as the "Ruler of the South Coast" (Penguasa Pantai Selatan) and a serpent spirit (siluman ular). This connects her directly to the widespread mythos of Nyi Roro Kidul.

	3
	2024
	Sinden Gaib
	The story is structured around a curse or consequence resulting from a trespass (taking a sacred stone from Watu Kandang). 
	The central image is the visual representation of Ayu possessed by Sarinten, who uses her body, facial expressions, and potentially the traditional attire of a sinden.
	Mythology: The figure of Sinden Gaib is a direct cultural symbol drawing on local mythological figures/urban legends from East Java.

	4
	2024
	Sumala
	The ghost, Sumala, is a restless spirit seeking bloody revenge for the brutal abuse, neglect, and murder of her physically and mentally disabled twin sister, Kumala.
	The ghost, Sumala, is described as a "devil girl" who commits "over-the-top, excessively gory" murders.

	Mythology: The movie is based on an Indonesian urban legend from Semarang Regency. By naming the ghost figure "Sumala" and tying her to a local tale.

	 5
	2022
	KKN Di Desa Penari
	The language of representation is constructed by the narrative pattern that emphasises the consequence of violating sacred rules and the metaphorical use of the female body.
	Badarawuhi, the village spirit, is illustrated as a beautiful woman who transforms into a human-snake hybrid. This visual encoding symbolizes seduction, danger, and monstrous femininity.
	Mythology: The movie is inspired by a viral urban legend from the Tapal Kuda region of Banyuwangi, incorporating local mythology such as the tari gandrung and the symbolic significance of snakes, which are linked to local beliefs and sacred sites. 


	6
	2022
	The Sacred Riana 2: Bloody Mary
	The movie uses the metaphor of the mirror as a representation of moral judgment, exemplified by the school's strategy of installing 100 mirrors in corridors to deter misbehavior among female students.
	The protagonist Riana embodies a stylized image marked by her long black hair, pale skin, unique posture, and vintage clothing. Additionally, the spirit Bloody Mary is referenced through her mirror appearance, drawing from folklore that portrays her as a blood-covered corpse, witch, or spirit.

	Mythology: The movie references the "Bloody Mary" legend, integrating a global urban myth into Indonesian cinema, which symbolizes a blend of local and international spiritual beliefs.




Table 3 Ritual Practice
	No
	Year
	Movie Titles
	Language
	Image
	Cultural Symbols

	1
	2024
	Wanita Ahli Neraka
	The concept of a husband's pact with the devil is the central narrative device. 
	The core visual image is the transition in modest attire, wearing a headscarf and long clothing. During possession, her appearance would change to distorted posture/movements, unnatural facial expressions, and perhaps specific visual signs of the possession.

	Ritual Practice: The central conflict is the husband's pact with the devil and his desire for political power. This directly taps into the audience's shared spiritual cosmology, where Iblis/Satan is the ultimate evil, and sacrificing one's soul (or family) for worldly ambition is the ultimate moral transgression.

	2
	2023
	Losmen Melati
	The setting is in a haunted inn with the core premise, "Once you check in, you cannot check out, the only exit is death", which functions as a powerful metaphorical sentence to construct a sense of moral justice/retribution to expose a guest's guilt.
	The ghost, Madam Melati, is described as graceful, mysterious, and having a classic and vintage touch. She wears Indonesian clothes, visually anchoring this modern horror figure in traditional Javanese aesthetics despite her Dutch heritage.
	Ritual Practice: The entire narrative is driven by the symbol of the "curse" and black magic through a pact with the spirits of the house. 

	3
	2025
	Pengantin Iblis
	The characterization of Ranti as a caring mother, and Nina as a vulnerable child (disabled), Ranti made a pact with the devil for Nina’s recovery. 
	The transformation of Ranti as a mother into the devil’s bride can symbolize the collapse of familial/social norms. Her body/face changes as a visual signifier that marks the crossing from “human” to “evil/mystical.” 
	Ritual Practice: The movie draws on the idea of a ritual marriage to a demon/evil spirit, which refers to certain folk beliefs about dealing with supernatural entities for benefit. 

	4
	2023
	Para Betina Pengikut Iblis
	The director's choice to use the word Betina (female animal) instead of Perempuan (woman) was because the characters' actions were inhumane and defied the expected societal image of women who should be respected and humanistic. 
	The visual depiction of Sumi's character arc shows a transformation in her body movement and facial expression, evolving from a "shy" and "bitter teenager" to a figure with a "vulture demeanor."
	Ritual Practice: The movie utilizes the cultural symbols of black magic (teluh or santet) and shamanism (perdukunan/klenik) with the use of a voodoo doll.

	5
	2024
	Menjelang Ajal
	The plot follows a classic "broken pact" structure. The source of the horror is a debt that must be paid with life.
	The ghost is shown being strangled, hitting her head against a mirror, using broken glass to inflict cuts, and showering with boiling water. 

	Ritual Practice: The narrative is framed by ritual: Dark Rituals, the penglaris or pesugihan conducted by the dukun.

	6
	2024
	Kuasa Gelap
	The dialogue and plot structure construct a meaning where the supernatural threat is secondary to the pastor's internal struggle and search for redemption, representing faith as a tool for dealing with loss and moral determination. 
	As an exorcism movie, the visual depiction of the character Kayla when possessed involves the standard cinematic signs of physical and psychological distortion: contorted body movements, disturbing facial expressions.

	Ritual Practice: The use of specific items (crucifix, holy water) and formal prayers by the priests serves as a recognized cultural symbolic system for confronting spiritual disturbance and restoring balance.

	 7
	2020
	Mangkujiwo
	The narrative language shifts the definition of the Kuntilanak from a random malevolent spirit to a manufactured weapon, guiding the audience to interpret the ghost as a symbol of "nurtured hatred." 
	The visual transition of Kanti from a tortured woman to the iconic Kuntilanak (long black hair, pale skin) serves to visualizes that "monsters are made, not born."
	Ritual Practices:  Scenes involving offerings (sesajen) and the singing of Durmo anchor the supernatural events in Javanese mysticism (Kejawen) and the practice of pasung.

	 8
	2022
	Satan Slaves 2: Communion
	The movie uses the "language" of a covenant to define the female ghost. The narrative reveals that the mother (Mawarni) did not simply become a ghost by accident; her state is the result of a linguistic agreement, a pact with a fertility cult to conceive children.
	The Mother Figure was part of a cult called Sekte Komuni, where she transforms into Raminom, depicted with the archetypal imagery of the Indonesian female ghost—pale skin, long black hair, and white clothing.
   
	Ritual Practices: The act of bowing (sujud) performed by the cult members and the dead toward Raminom mimics the physical movement of prayer (Salat) but inverts its meaning. It is a "black ritual" that mocks religious devotion, using a culturally familiar practice (bowing in worship) to signify total submission to evil.





Table 4 Spiritual Beliefs
	No
	Year
	Movie Titles
	Language
	Image
	Cultural Symbols

	1
	2024
	Lembayung
	The ghost originates from a traumatic event (a suicide by hanging at the clinic).
	The ghost is described as a mysterious patient with long, unbound black hair.

	Spiritual Belief: The entire plot relies on the concept of restless spirits, where a tragic death (suicide) prevents the soul from moving on, causing a spiritual disturbance. 

	2
	2023
	Waktu Maghrib
	The central plot is triggered by characters who disregard the local prohibition of speaking carelessly at dusk. 
	The supernatural entity in the movie is identified as the jinn Ummu Sibyan (or embodied by the character Bu Ningsih), a female entity in folklore often associated with harming children. 
	Spiritual Beliefs: Maghrib is a liminal moment when supernatural forces roam freely, serving as the foundation of the movie’s central fear. 

	3
	2025
	Jalan Pulang
	The core narrative is constructed as the "struggle and sacrifice of a mother" (Lastini) embarking on a perilous journey (a quest) to save her daughter from possession.
	The character Arum is visibly possessed (kesurupan) throughout the story. This involves the cinematic image of physical distortion, emotional chaos, and unsettling body movement, which visually encodes the meaning of spiritual torment and vulnerability.
	Spiritual Beliefs: The entire conflict is driven by the failure of medical treatment and the subsequent belief that the daughter is suffering from supernatural forces for possession. This symbolizes the cultural belief in disturbance by spiritual beings and the need for non-medical, traditional remedies to resolve spiritual imbalance.


	4

	2024
	Thaghut
	The choice of the title "Thaghut" (which means "crossing boundaries" or "anything worshipped other than God") is a key linguistic choice. It explicitly shapes the audience's understanding of the conflict, framing the ghost/spirit entity not as a mythological figure, but as an embodiment of profound religious and moral injustice (heresy/idolatry).
	The movie uses the most powerful visual sign of violation by corrupting the image of the pious Muslim woman. The original controversial poster showed the female figure (Ainun) performing the Islamic prayer (salat) with her body inverted (e.g., upside-down during rukuk or with the Qibla direction reversed).
	Spiritual Beliefs: The entire plot relies on the shared cultural understanding of concepts like Ajaran Sesat (Heretical Teachings/Cult), Thaghut, and the notion of spirit disturbance. The supernatural entity is not a traditional Indonesian ghost, but a spiritual force embodying anti-faith principles, directly challenging the Islamic cosmology familiar to the audience.

	 5
	2020
	May The Devil Take You Too
	The narrative uses metaphors of "family curse" and "female suffering" to address themes of systemic oppression and the social structure's impact on individual lives.
	The female ghost is depicted with a grotesque, death-soaked presence, characterised by pallid and peeling skin.
	Spiritual Beliefs: The female ghost symbolizes a wronged woman, resonating with cultural tropes familiar to the audience.

	6
	2021
	Makmum 2
	The dialogue involving the village elders frequently utilizes warnings about the Forbidden Forest. Phrases warning characters "not to enter the forest" or mentioning "taboo" (pamali) serve as linguistic markers that define the boundaries of the ghost's territory. 
	The primary visual representation of the ghost is a figure wearing a mukena (white Islamic prayer dress). Culturally, the mukena encodes meanings of purity, holiness, and feminine devotion. The film visually distorts this by revealing a charred, black, or rotting face underneath the white cloth. 
	Spiritual Beliefs: The movie relies on the specific Islamic mythological figure of Khanzab, a demon/jinn believed to disturb people during Shalat (prayer).




Female ghost characters in Indonesian horror movies from 2020 to 2025 are predominantly represented as former human women who experience injustice, violence, or moral transgression prior to death. Rather than being inherently evil, these characters are narratively constructed as products of social failure, where betrayal, abuse, or patriarchal control leads to their transformation into supernatural entities. Visually and narratively, these ghosts often embody familiar tropes: long hair, white clothing, distorted bodies. They operate as symbolic figures through which unresolved social tensions are articulated. Thus, the female ghost functions as a narrative device that externalizes fear while simultaneously eliciting sympathy.
Several interrelated social and cultural factors contribute to the portrayal of women as vengeful or dominant supernatural figures. First, the high recurrence of gender norms in the data indicates that female ghosts function as symbolic expressions of social anxieties surrounding femininity, moral control, sexuality, and obedience. Second, ritual practices, deeply embedded in Indonesian cultural life, often blending Islamic, Javanese, and local mystical traditions, suggest that female ghosts may temporarily wield power, their dominance is ultimately framed as a problem that must be contained.
Mythological figures are repurposed rather than faithfully reproduced, indicating that folklore operates as a flexible ideological resource. Spiritual beliefs, while present, are less emphasized, reinforcing the interpretation that female ghosts are less about metaphysical faith and more about negotiating contemporary social tensions related to gender, power, and morality.
These representations simultaneously reinforce and problematize patriarchal gender roles in Indonesia. On one hand, the repeated depiction of women as passive victims, sexualized bodies, or emotional beings aligns with traditional patriarchal stereotypes. While female ghosts are depicted as powerful, dominant, and feared, their power is often framed as abnormal, dangerous, and in need of containment. Resolution typically occurs through male authority figures, religious leaders, or ritual intervention, reaffirming existing hierarchies rather than dismantling them.
At the same time, these narratives expose the violence and injustice embedded within patriarchal systems. By repeatedly showing that female ghosts emerge due to oppression, betrayal, or moral hypocrisy, the movies implicitly critique the structures that produce such monstrosity. However, because the solution frequently involves restoring social order rather than addressing systemic inequality, the challenge to patriarchy remains symbolic rather than transformative.
These findings strongly align with previous academic research (Annissa & Adiprasetio, 2022; Srilaksmi & Damasemil, 2024) and confirm Indonesian horror cinema where in between the 1970s and early 2020s, largely depicted women as "monstrous." This research proves that this pattern has not changed in the current 2020-2025 period. The industry continues to exploit the female form to create fear, showing that moviemakers still view the "female monster" as the most effective tool for horror.
The representation of women in horror movies, usually divided into some dominant categories: First, women are portrayed as weak creatures and passive victims. Second, some movies use the female body as visual sweeteners for the movie’s marketing strategy that exploits them as sexual objects. Third, female characters transform into creepy figures in response to their injustice or oppression, frequently associated with male violence, patriarchal oppression, cultural restriction, or betrayal (Adielah et al., 2025; Ancuta, 2020). Then the data raises a question that has stuck in the audience's mind: why are there so many female ghosts? There are specific reasons for this: women are seen as closer to death because of their emotional nature; women are victims of industrialisation in patriarchal nations; and women are oppressed and silenced by their lack of equality with men, both in reality and in fiction. In death, as in life, women are marginalised, much like the ghosts that represent them in fiction (Landau, 2024)

4. Conclusion 
This research has demonstrated that Indonesian horror movies produced between 2020 and 2025 predominantly represent female ghost characters through patterns of victimization, suffering, and symbolic revenge. By applying Stuart Hall’s representation theory, the study shows that these portrayals are constructed through the combined use of language, visual imagery, and cultural symbols, which consistently associate female ghosts with trauma, injustice, and societal pressure. 
However, the findings also reveal significant contradictions and exceptions that complicate a purely victim-centered reading. Whilst the majority of movies depict female ghosts as passive victims seeking retribution, a smaller number portray them as agents of moral authority or supernatural justice. This complicates the assumption that all representations are purely disempowering. These variations imply that female ghost figures are not entirely fixed symbols, but can carry multiple, sometimes conflicting meanings. Thematically, female ghosts also serve as embodiments of unresolved gender-based issues, reflecting broader concerns about patriarchy, violence, and moral expectations placed upon women in contemporary Indonesian society.
From the perspective of audience reception, these representations may be decoded in different ways. One potential interpretation of such narratives is that they function as a form of moral discourse, with the purpose of reinforcing conventional gender roles and sanctioning transgressions against them. Conversely, an oppositional reading may interpret these apparitions as critiques of patriarchy, exposing systemic violence, exploitation, and moral hypocrisy directed at women. Such alternative readings indicate that audiences are not passive consumers but active interpreters who may challenge or resist the ideological messages embedded in these movies.
In order to enhance analytical clarity, it is imperative to differentiate between cultural critique and industry practice. From a cultural perspective, female ghost figures can be interpreted as symbolic representations of unresolved gender-based anxieties within Indonesian society. These anxieties encompass various aspects, including the prevailing patriarchy, violence, and moral expectations imposed upon women. However, within the domain of industry practice, the persistent utilisation of female ghost tropes frequently serves as a reflection of commercial strategies, genre conventions, and audience demand, as opposed to deliberate feminist critique. This distinction underscores the manner in which cultural meaning and production logic intersect, yet do not invariably align.
The study also identifies a range of cultural symbols – including mythology, spiritual beliefs, gender norms, and ritual practices – that warrant deeper exploration, as their meanings vary across social and historical contexts. While the findings encourage filmmakers to move beyond repetitive portrayals of female suffering or sexualisation, the research is limited by its focus on a five-year period and a sample of 30 movies, which may not fully capture regional diversity or independent productions. Future research could involve a comparison of male and female ghost representations, a more direct investigation of audience interpretations, or an examination of emerging digital horror formats such as web series and short movies. Such expansions would further illuminate how Indonesian culture both shapes and is reshaped by representations of supernatural femininity, including whether female ghostly vengeance reflects solely gendered oppression or broader systemic issues related to class, race, and sexuality.
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