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Abstract: Horror fiction has always focused upon the fragility and the perishable nature of
human beings. Readers and viewers have come to expect bodies being cut, torn apart, invaded,
violated or possessed in such works. I propose to examine some texts where a female
protagonist’s body becomes the focal point of the story. Whether it is a source of some
mysterious power (such as in the case of Stephen King’s Carrie [1974] or Firestarter [1980])
or a vessel for a dark entity (William Peter Blatty’s The Exorcist [1971], a prime example of
possession narratives), the female body becomes a site of contest where a war is waged between
belief in the supernatural or in the healing powers of medical science; between rationality and
irrationality; between gaining control or being at the mercy of external forces; or, in a broader
sense, between the powers of good and the powers of evil. In their desperation, these characters
might use their ultimate resources to reach out and communicate with their environment via
their suffering, tortured bodies (also capable of afflicting torture themselves). The
“monstrification of the female” (Carol J. Clover 1992, 113) is a staple of horror fiction, and her
abject body is exploited repeatedly by authors to examine wider societal issues.
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The genre of horror is noted for its overt focus on our bodily dimension. According to Gary K.
Wolfe, it is “the only genre named for its effect on the reader” (2007, 217): the Latin word
“horrere” means “to stand on end,” which probably refers to a bristling of the hair, a common
fear reaction. We are all familiar with the symptoms experienced while watching a horror
movie, such as increased blood pressure, accelerated heart rate, or adrenaline rush, which could
also be provoked by texts, although to a lesser extent.

When we mention the importance of bodies in the horror genre, we primarily think of the people
in these stories: bodies slashed, mutilated, torn asunder, cannibalized, or tortured in devious
ways, assault our minds and eyes in a constant flow. According to Carol J. Clover, whose
seminal Men, Women and Chainsaws (1992) contributed immensely to the field of horror
studies, there is a difference between how much suffering is inflicted on male as opposed to
female characters in such films (35). Crying, cowering in fear, dissolving into hysteria, or
screaming are more permissible for women than for men, who still try to live up to the social
expectation of being tough (it is rare to see boys cry in life-threatening situations)!. Clover
narrows her focus upon the examination of the slasher genre, comprising such well-known
examples as Halloween (arguably the very first one, from 1978), Friday the 13" (1980), or
Nightmare on Elm Street (1984). Slasher movies are highly formulaic in nature and usually
feature a psychokiller, who “slashes to death a string of mostly female victims, one by one, until
he is subdued or killed, usually by the one girl who has survived” (Clover, 21). Clover claims

Mtis thrilling to encounter texts which counter this tendency. The male protagonist of Stephen King’s “The Raft”
(1985), Ray, is terrified and cries during the story, which is interpreted by Leonard Cassuto as a rewriting of the
slasher formula (1998, 70).
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that women’s agonies and death scenes are “filmed at closer range, in more graphic detail, and
at greater length” (35) than those of men, who usually die a swift death. Spectators find it easier
to identify with the pain of a female, who is culturally allowed to express fear and suffering
more openly than her male counterparts (Clover, 51). Since spectatorial identification is fluid
(8) and can switch between various positions (notably those of the victim and the killer—this
latter is highly enhanced by the use of subjective camerawork adopting the slasher’s point of
view), Clover argues that for the male viewer it is safer to assume the position of a female
victim. This “gender displacement” (Clover, 51) functions as a sort of protection for the male
spectator when confronted with horrifying scenarios.

In this essay, I will examine three horror novels where there is a female protagonist whose body
is placed center stage: William Peter Blatty’s The Exorcist (1971), Stephen King’s Carrie
(1974), and his Firestarter (1980). These narratives all revolve around young females and their
abnormal powers: the stories detail a case of possession, a case of telekinesis, and one of
pyrokinesis, respectively. While the body in question is tainted or endowed with some
paranormal ability in each case and the protagonists are sometimes grouped together as
belonging to a subgenre of horror featuring “evil children” (Renner 2011, 82), there is a
significant difference among them. The possessed Regan is completely at the mercy of the
invading demon and is ultimately rescued by male authority figures (two brave priests) without
whose intervention she would have perished. The source of Carrie’s power, however, stems
from within: born with a “weird talent,” she is capable of telekinesis, which she will eventually
learn to control and subdue. Unfortunately, in the end, it will only reinforce a dark aspect of her
personality since she will use it to wreak havoc on her town. The most uplifting message is
conveyed by Firestarter, where the orphaned little girl (the youngest of the three heroines) not
only learns to control her pyrokinetic powers but also avoids being consumed by blind rage and
an overwhelming sense of revenge. She successfully resists the monster role imposed upon her
by a heartless society unwilling to take blame for the tragedies surrounding her.

Blatty’s The Exorcist is a landmark text in the history of horror fiction. The movie adaptation,
released in 1973, proved to be an even more sensational phenomenon. It created a veritable
hysteria, “the country [...] went on a two-month possession jag” (King 1981, 169), with cinema
goers sometimes standing in line for four or five hours, viewers fainting, vomiting, and in one
notorious case attacking the screen “in an attempt to kill the demon” during a showing of the
film (Cull 2000). It became an “event,” a curious form of rite, a test which people wanted to
pass by willingly confronting images of previously unimaginable horrors. Blatty himself
confessed (Kermode 1997, 53) that there was a scene he could not bring himself to watch
(interestingly enough, it is not included in his novel): a particularly gruesome medical
procedure, a cerebral angiography, is filmed at close range, during which a catheter is inserted
into Regan’s neck, out of which blood starts to pulsate immediately. The scene was so realistic
that later it was re-utilized and shown during the training of radiologists (Carr 2012).

The film was nominated for 10 Academy Awards and won 2 (for Best Adapted Screenplay and
Best Sound). It brought horror to mainstream audiences and had a huge role in making people
more inclined to browse the horror section of bookshops. Moviegoers who would never watch
a horror film went to see this one, which had a positive impact on both the movie industry and
the publishing industry, paving the way for upcoming writers such as Clive Barker and Stephen
King, who once remarked in a talkshow that Blatty was like a father to him (Winter 1990, 56).
After this blockbuster, major studios were more willing to finance works belonging to this once-
frowned-upon genre (although one should not forget Roman Polanski’s Rosemary’s Baby from
1968, which was a precursor in a certain sense).
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The Exorcist is based on a supposedly true case of demonic possession covered by The
Washington Post on 20 August 1949 (Winter 1996, 86). The young Blatty, then a junior at the
Jesuitical Georgetown University, was so impressed by the story that he tried to convince one
of the participants to publish a nonfiction account of it since that would have strengthened
people’s belief immensely in his opinion. His idea was rejected because the protection of the
identity of the 14-year-old boy was given precedence over all. 20 years later, Blatty wrote his
version of the events, where he purposefully changed the sex of the young victim to create more
distance from the original case.

Thus, the protagonist of Blatty’s novel is 12-year-old Regan MacNeil, the daughter of a famous
Hollywood actress, the recently divorced Chris MacNeil. For the sake of a film shooting, they
move to Georgetown, Washington D.C., where they rent a house in the vicinity of the
Georgetown campus, where the filming takes place. The story falls squarely within the
parameters of the so-called complex discovery plot as proposed by Noél Carroll in The
Philosophy of Horror (1990), comprising four sections: onset, discovery, confirmation, and
confrontation (99). Weird rapping noises coming from the attic signal the arrival of a disturbing
element into the quiet and peace of the MacNeil household, slowly but steadily disrupting the
exceptionally close and loving bond between mother and daughter. Then Regan’s behaviour
starts to change in an alarming way: she spews obscenities in a gruff voice, urinates on the
carpet in the middle of a party, and even attacks people physically. The mother first turns to
doctors for help, who order a barrage of medical tests (including the famous arteriogram in the
film, which provoked such a strong reaction in viewers), but find nothing wrong with Regan
physically.

White Science is exhausted after an inconclusive session with a psychiatrist, and, finally, Chris
enlists the help of Father Damien Karras, a Jesuit priest who is also a psychiatrist. The Catholic
Church demands certain criteria to be met before sanctioning an exorcism, so Karras sets about
the task of collecting evidence regarding the veracity of Regan’s possession. When he receives
permission, an older, more experienced priest is sent by the Church since Karras has never
participated in an exorcism before. This is Father Merrin, the titular exorcist who appears
fleetingly in the Prologue, while working at an archeological dig in Northern Iraq. Merrin is “a
philosopher-paleontologist” (Blatty 2013, 324), who has unearthed an amulet featuring the
Assyrian demon Pazuzu during the excavation. Pazuzu’s “dominion was sickness and disease”
(Blatty, 6), and there is a huge statue of the demon nearby, which Merrin visits before leaving
for the United States. He has a strong sense of premonition; his heart is “encased in the icy
conviction that soon he would face an ancient enemy” (Blatty, 8), which suggests an ongoing
feud between him and Pazuzu. One of the most famous scenes in the film nicely illustrates this
opposition: the statue of the demon is staring down the soldier of Christ in the light of the setting
sun. There is not much ambiguity surrounding the opposing forces in this story: darkness vs.
light, ancient evil vs. present good, corruption vs. innocence—all prefigured in this iconic
scene. Ultimately, the possession of Regan seems more directed against Merrin, who might
have encountered the same demon during a previous exorcism, which “damn near killed him”
(Blatty, 314). Once he is given the assignment, he travels to Washington, and when he enters
Regan’s bedroom, the demon greets him with the words “[t]his time you’re going to lose”
(Blatty, 335), which implies that their earlier confrontation ended with the priest’s victory. The
title of the book seems to put Merrin into the titular role; however, after the 6-page-long
Prologue, Merrin enters the 400-page-long narrative only on page 330, so one feels inclined to
question his being the central character after all. Following his arrival at the MacNeil home,
Merrin and Karras perform the exorcism, during which Merrin dies of a heart attack. As a last
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desperate attempt to save the little girl, Father Karras commands the demon to leave Regan and
enter him instead. Upon being invaded by the unclean spirit, Karras hurls himself out of the
window to defeat the enemy. In the Epilogue, we learn that Regan has fully recovered from her
ordeal and remembers nothing.

While shocking many viewers with the infamous pea-soup vomiting, the rotation of Regan’s
head, or the sexually explicit images, there is no denying that The Exorcist is a piece of
conservative horror fiction, aiming for the reaffirmation of the status quo, of the hegemonic
world order. The book adheres to the order-disorder-order rhythm characterizing the majority
of such fiction, and there is no suggestion of the survival of the demon in the end, which would
be a staple element of contemporary horror movies. Using the rite of exorcism as his starting
point, Blatty wished to pursue the following reasoning to its logical conclusion: “if there were
evil spirits, why not good?” (Winter 1996, 87) This is a religious book, and while the film was
often denounced for its disturbing images, it also led to the strengthening of the faith of many
people and was partly responsible for an increase in the application for priesthood in that era
(Darryll 2002, 7). It resonated deeply even with non-religious people, since Regan’s
transformation into a foul-mouthed, sexually mature little monster, a “baby bitch from hell” to
quote Barbara Creed (2005, 33), could have been seen as a metaphor for the strained
relationship of parents with their children: this was the era of Woodstock, the burning of draft
cards, and university protests. Categorising the movie as a “social horror film” (1981, 131),
Stephen King claims that it reflected the feelings of parents who were struggling to recognize
their sons and daughters and “who felt, in a kind of agony and terror, that they were losing their
children and could not understand why or how it was happening” (169). The wording of
Regans’s mother easily supports this reading: “I’m telling you I know that thing upstairs is not
my daughter!” (Blatty 2013, 240)

While here Chris is more concerned about the behavioural changes, we should not forget that
the demon also mounted a physical attack on Regan. She becomes a horrifying creature with
wasted arms, a distended stomach, cracked lips, and sores erupting everywhere on her body.
She is surrounded by abject substances which undermine the notion of subjectivity, built on the
construction of the “clean and proper body” according to Kristeva (1982, 72). Blood, pus, urine
and faeces are banished from our sight once we enter the Symbolic order which Regan seems
to regress from. Creed, in her The Monstrous Feminine (1993), offers a psychoanalytically
inflected reading of the film version, claiming that Regan’s repressed, unconscious wish is to
remain in a “dyadic relationship” with her mother (39). Following the divorce, there are just the
two of them, and it is implied that the father has been somewhat excluded from the family
dynamics even before: “always me and Rags together on the magazine covers; me and Rags in
the layouts” (Blatty 2013, 116) remarks the mother. She also seems to dread the moment when
her child will reach maturity (this kind of maternal attitude reaches dramatic proportions in
King’s Carrie). In the film, finding a magazine in Regan’s bed, featuring the two of them on its
cover, she says: “it’s not even a good picture of you. You look so mature” (at 0:23:39-0:23:47).
Regan’s motivation seems to stem from jealousy: the little girl watches with alarm the
relationship of Chris with her director, Burke Dennings. At one point, she even asks her mother,
“You don’t like him like Daddy?” (Blatty, 43) Regan is home-tutored, has no friends, and
spends too much time alone, so her unhealthy attachment to Chris might explain her hostility
to Burke, who is then brutally murdered. It seems that the demon/Regan creature broke his neck
and threw him out of the window, thus getting rid of a potential suitor, carrying out a repressed
wish of Regan.
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Creed interprets Regan’s body “as a body in revolt” (1993, 40), describing her as a “figure of
abjection” because “the boundary between self and other has been transgressed” (32). To
complicate the situation even further, the invading spirit is male, so the invasion entails a
violation of “gender boundaries” (Creed, 32) as well. Regan’s “unsocialized body” (Creed, 40)
shows the fragile nature of laws and rules (Creed, 40), a point already implied by Kristeva,
when she asks: “Why does corporeal waste [...] represent [...] the objective frailty of symbolic
order?” (1982, 70)

It seems that Creed reduces the importance of the supernatural dimension of the story, but it
should be emphasized that Regan becomes a vessel for an entity attacking her from without.
Admittedly, the demon also uses her to express rage, but it is not so much the girl’s rage
(frustration regarding her relationship with her mother) but that of the demon, already forced to
leave its previous host. “Look, it simply isn’t fair to drive us out of here!” (Blatty 2013, 355),
it exclaims at one point. Regan’s personality is not subsumed entirely, and in a particularly
touching scene, the words “help me” (Blatty, 313) appear on her midriff, apparently written by
the last vestiges of herself. This recalls stories involving people suffering from a dissociative
personality disorder, where the weaker, subdued part of the psyche emerges on rare occasions.
The demon wants to take full possession of Regan and uses her body to strike terror in the hearts
of the people around her. Merrin tells Karras that

the demon’s target is not the possessed; it is us ... the observers ...
every person in this house. And I think [...] the point is to make us
despair; to reject our own humanity, Damien: to see ourselves as
ultimately bestial; as ultimately vile and putrescent; without dignity;
ugly; unworthy. And there lies the heart of it, perhaps: in
unworthiness. For I think belief in God is not a matter of reason at all;
I think it finally is a matter of love; of accepting the possibility that
God could ever love us ... (Blatty, 351)

Contrary to the demon’s intention, the witnessing of this horrible ordeal, instead of bringing
despair, ends the crisis of faith of Karras. He has been battling inner conflicts and doubts
throughout the book, and his faith has been shaken to such an extent that he has requested a
release from his duties as a priest and counselor. He approaches Regan’s case skeptically, but
when he can no longer deny the supernatural origin of her affliction, he feels a sense of “elation”
(Blatty 2013, 342), believing that he is offered indirect proof of God’s existence. According to
Clover, female possession stories are often burdened with a second story, that of a male in crisis,
the resolution of which becomes the main focus of the narrative (1992, 68). The Exorcist is a
case in point, as it ends with Karras regaining his faith and sacrificing himself to save Regan
and restore order. I would argue that ultimately Karras is the titular exorcist, and the story is as
much about the casting out of his inner demons as that of Regan.

In conclusion, it seems that this famous possession story exploits its heroine’s suffering body
in order to direct our attention to a suffering male. Regan’s agency is severely limited during
the story; she is a battleground for forces beyond her control, and she is not even offered any
character development: in the end, she is the same innocent, beautiful young girl as she was
before the demon’s arrival.

As I have already mentioned, young demonic girls receive a highly different treatment at the

hands of Stephen King, who endows them with more power and authority to rule their lives
(and those of other people). The protagonist of King’s first published novel, Carrie, is a perfect
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example of this. The book has recently celebrated its 50 anniversary, but its success and
popularity have not diminished over time; it has become a cultural reference point, partly owing
to Brian De Palma’s 1976 film adaptation.

Carrie 1s the tragic story of a downtrodden, long-suffering 16-year-old girl. Her peers
continually torment her at school, and her home is not a safe haven either. Her father died early,
and she lives alone with her ultra-conservative, religious mother, Margaret, who does
everything in her power to enforce her distorted worldview on her daughter. The mother
demonizes the female body, which she considers sinful. She calls breasts “dirtypillows” (King
1993, 33), for example, and she severely punishes her child if she dares to be curious about
such matters. When Carrie was three years old, she went into her neighbour’s garden where she
struck up a conversation with the teenage Stella. Looking at Stella’s accidentally exposed
breasts (she fell asleep while sunbathing), Carrie remarks that she would like to have them one
day, but adds in a self-righteous tone that good girls do not grow breasts. Her ambivalent
feelings (attraction mingled with repulsion) are similar to the emotions provoked by the abject.
Suddenly, Margaret appears on the scene, ordering the little girl home, all the while screaming
and hurting herself. In her deranged state, she attacks and almost kills her daughter. This is the
first time Carrie resorts to the use of her paranormal powers in self-defense. When her mother
tries to strangle her, Carrie throws pieces of furniture all around and makes a rain of stones fall
upon their house. This frightens Margaret enough to stop and leave the child alone, but she is
convinced that Carrie is the spawn of the devil.

Following this episode, Carrie’s powers remain latent only to reemerge when she turns 16 years
old, reaching biological maturity. Probably in the most memorable scene of the book, she has
her first period in the shower after a P.E. lesson, in front of her classmates. Since she is
completely ignorant of the concept of menses, she starts to panic, thinking she is bleeding to
death. Her classmates, instead of helping her, assuming a role traditionally belonging to women
(welcoming the ones who have just passed through this rite of passage) (Alexander 1979, 284),
laugh at her and start to throw sanitary napkins and tampons at the hysterical, crying girl. King
places special emphasis upon the huge gap which separates the naive, inexperienced Carrie
from her more mature, sexually experienced peers, some of whom are even willing to use their
bodies to achieve their goals. Their heartless and cruel attack might remind the reader of
stoning, where a similar herd mentality dominates, dissipating individual responsibility. This
partially explains how even decent students participated in this communal attack, among them
Sue Snell, who soon becomes a major character.

The narrative follows the consequences of this traumatic incident: this is the opening scene of
the novel, which was a bold move for a book published in 1974. At this point in her life, Carrie
is not fully conscious of her powers, which are only triggered when she is agitated and are used
as self-defense. While she is crying, cowering in fear, a light bulb sizzles and blows out, but no
one makes the connection. When the P.E. teacher accompanies the girl to the principal’s office,
Carrie faces a lack of attention and indifference once again. The assistant principal, while well-
intentioned, mistakes her name repeatedly, variously referring to her as Cassie or Carrie Wright
(King 1993, 20) until Carrie suddenly screams, “That’s not my name!” (King, 21), making an
ashtray topple from his desk. These weird occurrences are not yet explained, but as she is
walking home, and a kid insults her, she makes him fall off his bike just by glaring at him in
anger. She realizes that her mind, provoked by her angry thought, “flexed” (King, 28), which
had an effect on the material world.
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When she tries to recall similar happenings from her past, “a score of memories had come, as
if some mental dam had been knocked down so that strange waters could gush forth. They were
cloudy, distorted little-girl memories, but very real for all that. Making the pictures dance on
the walls; turning on the water faucets from across the room” (King 1993, 86). Owing to her
mother’s prohibitions, she must have repressed her telekinetic powers, but now she is filled
with excitement since she has tasted its power. However, her newly-discovered power cannot
change her outsider status. The ringleader of the attack in the shower, Chris Hargensen, is
banned from attending the Prom when she refuses to comply with the school’s punishment for
what they did to Carrie. Sue Snell, in a gesture of atonement, asks her boyfriend, Tommy, to
take Carrie to the ball instead of her. Chris, upon learning that Carrie, in a sense, will usurp her
position, concocts a sophisticated revenge, for the success of which she has to arrange for Carrie
and Tommy to be chosen Queen and King of the Ball. Manipulating the ballots, she makes that
happen, and during the coronation ceremony, she dumps the contents of two buckets filled with
pig blood on the couple from above, eerily replaying the shower room incident. Carrie suffers
public humiliation once more; her body is entirely covered in pig blood, as if it were turned
inside out, “her interior made exterior” (Lindsey 1996, 289). When embarrassed laughter is
heard from the students, their fate is sealed. Although her first reaction is to flee, Carrie realizes
that the time has come to take revenge for the insults she has suffered over the years: she locks
the gym doors and sets the school on fire, killing almost everyone. On her way home, she
destroys a huge part of the town — by this time, she willingly embraces the role of the monster
that has been assigned to her by her environment. Margaret awaits her daughter with a knife:
she seriously injures Carrie, but she stops her mother’s heart with the force of her will. Before
succumbing to her injuries, she takes her final revenge on Chris, killing both her and her
boyfriend, who aided her in carrying out her infernal plan.

King uses scientific language to describe the re-emergence and blooming of Carrie’s telekinetic
powers, triggered by the arrival of her period. The phenomenon is placed on the borderline
between the natural and the supernatural: while Margaret calls her daughter a witch and thinks
that her powers originate from the devil, the text is interspersed with excerpts from various
scientific journals and books, which all try to understand Carrie’s case. It is revealed that
telekinesis is “genetic-recessive” (King 1993, 95), and only becomes dominant in females. One
of the last documents in the novel is Carrie’s death certificate, and we learn that the autopsy has
found strange malformations in the brain, which connect her special powers unequivocally to
her body, strengthening a non-supernatural reading.

If we compare her case with that of Regan, although there are some similarities (absent father,
teenage heroine, abject substances provoking disgust, the community’s striving to understand
what happened), the differences are more significant. Regan is the victim of a demon attacking
her from outside, who takes complete control over her body, denying her agency, slowly
consuming her from inside (she runs the risk of dying of heart failure). She is saved with help
from the outside, in the form of the self-sacrifice of Father Karras. As opposed to that, Carrie
learns to control her immense powers, which originate from within her body. When she starts
her “exercise sessions” (King 1993, 75), King details meticulously the changes occurring in her
body: her heartbeat, her blood pressure, and her temperature are all noted with clinical precision
in order to increase verisimilitude.

As pointed out by Shelley Stamp Lindsey, although telekinesis originates from Carrie’s body,
that body is effectively bypassed since change is wrought upon the material world with the help
of the mind (1996, 285). However, the mind in question (and the thoughts harboured within) is
controlled by Carrie; she is not subdued by an attack from without, as was the case with Regan.
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The tragedy of her life is not directly connected to her paranormal abilities, as it is the result of
external circumstances unrelated to her powers. Carrie “only” reacted to what happened to her
(when she became the target of scorn, hatred, or even physical attack), and in her final
desperation, she used her powers in a destructive way. At the end of the narrative, her long-
suppressed rage erupts, and at this point she directs her anger indiscriminately, both at the
innocent and the guilty.

As a final example, I would like to mention the eight-year-old protagonist of King’s Firestarter,
Charlie McGee, whose identity is also determined by her body and her special power. Creed
connects the concept of monstrosity to boundary crossing (1993, 11), and people with both
normal and paranormal abilities seem to fall into this category. What distinguishes Charlie from
both Regan and Carrie is that while her powers also originate from her body, she was not born
with special powers; they were artificially induced. While at college, her parents participated
in a government-financed secret experiment, which aimed at awakening the test subjects’
dormant psychic abilities with untested drugs. What the scientists did not foresee was that two
participants would later marry and have a child, whose genetic makeup would be altered by the
“Lot Six” (King 1980, 17), the drug administered in the experiment. Because of this, Charlie is
pyrokinetic, which resulted in a host of challenges during her childhood. With care and loving
attention, her parents managed to teach her the dangers of her hidden power, and she developed
a high sense of responsibility. A shady government agency called “the Shop” (King, 16)
murders Charlie’s mother and tries to capture both her and her father to harness her supernatural
powers for military ends. Once they are caught, she is blackmailed into cooperation, all the
while being regarded as a “useful monster” (King, 253). Thus, Charlie is an embodiment of the
Other, and the demarcation lines separating normal from abnormal can be clearly seen when,
during their escape, someone turns to her father with the following words after having witnessed
the little girl’s weird talent: “Take your monster and get away” (King, 156).

Since pyrokinesis is potentially devastating, there is indeed a real danger of Charlie becoming
a monster. However, the love she received from her parents distinguishes her from Carrie, and
this is what helps her resist the monster role imposed upon her from outside. Societies often
employ the tactic of demonization, rejecting people deemed different during community
construction (Holland-Toll 2001, 107). To strengthen and maintain normality, “deviant
subjectivities” (Halberstam 1995, 2) are excluded. Charlie, however, resists and rebels,
exclaiming “/njone of it was my fault [...] and I won’t take the blame” (King 1993, 484),
defending her identity. In contrast to Carrie, she does not assume the role of monster; she is
unwilling to help society clear itself of blame. In this regard, the book ends on a hopeful note
since she survives the ordeals not just physically but also mentally (she sets the facility where
she is imprisoned on fire, thus killing most of her enemies, but her father also dies in the
conflagration). She retains her agency, and we see her walking into the office of Rolling Stone
magazine to reveal her story and expose the real culprits at the end of the book.

Horror literature concentrates mainly on the suffering and the pain of the body but occasionally
bodies can be sources of power as well. However, in the case of characters with paranormal
powers, it is not always easy to decide whether such abilities are more a curse or a blessing, and
sometimes the answer changes during the course of the narrative. A conservative work like The
Exorcist, in spite of its shocking and graphic images, supports the existing world order.
Following a brief period when chaos reigns, the monster is finally defeated and order is restored
(albeit at the cost of some sacrifice). King’s books strike a more critical chord and, under the
guise of imaginary evils, confront audiences with real monstrosities, such as dysfunctional
families, problems related to the school system, or unethical experimentation carried out by the
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government. In the texts analyzed above, these problem areas are examined while focusing
upon the bodies of young girls, who have ambivalent feelings regarding their strange talents.
While Carrie dies, provoking unease in the reader, who feels enraged by the unfair and cruel
treatment the heroine received, the future of Charlie is more optimistic. Although the story has
an open ending, it still occupies a place among affirmative novels instead of disaffirmative ones.
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