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within seemingly sanitized societies as those in developed countries and the reactionary brand of 
terrorism practiced by Jihadist terror groups marked by violation of bodily integrity.   

bombers, horrorism, monstrous, uncanny, scopophilia, human, machine, cyborg

Author], Assistant Professor, Department of English, Shibpur Dinobundhoo Institution 

Consortium Journal; The author      

This work is licensed under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License  

, December 2021 18 

ISSN (Online): 2583-0090 
Vol. 1, No. 2 

December, 2021  
Website: www.consortiumejournal.com 

EVES OF HORROR: BODY BOMBERS AND THE SPECTACLE OF 

This essay takes a look at contemporary violence, defined as ‘horrorism’, and how it is shaped by an 
turn in the world’s cultural life. It interrogates the conflation between the 

cultural machinery of women weapons, varied in different regions and political contexts, eliciting 
macy. I draw upon a 

few academic and philosophical discussions that were prompted by the American response to 9/11 
and the wartime abuse of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib that reveal the rise of a demonic ethos 

in developed countries and the reactionary brand of 
 

bombers, horrorism, monstrous, uncanny, scopophilia, human, machine, cyborg 

Assistant Professor, Department of English, Shibpur Dinobundhoo Institution 



    Consortium: An International Journal of Literary and Cultural Studies; Vol. 1, Issue 2, December 2021 19 

 

In their seminal work on 19th century literary imagination Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar discuss the 
‘monstrous Eve’ that never quite took shape, that was never allowed to come into being by the 
Promethean inventor Victor Frankenstein.i The female creature or the unnamed ‘Eve’, the Medusa-
like figure that so captures the imaginary of the western world, the destructive female force that is 
anticipated to unleash unimaginable horror upon the world, nevertheless, looms in the background of 
Mary Shelley’s prophetic novel as a spectral figure: of what could easily have been, of what the world 
could easily become. After a century of horrors brought on by wars with intermittent bouts of peace, 
we can well admit that we indeed inhabit that world. People’s fascination with the macabre and 
violent killing machines, pogroms of extermination, genocides based on racial and colonial hatred, 
have all opened the gates to a distinct ethos that holds little reverence for the human, the human body 
in particular. The Cartesian connection between the thinking mind that lends validity to a body (“I 
think, therefore I am”) has given way to a definite disjunction between the body and consciousness. 
In fact, posthumanists such as Charles Guattari and Gilles Deleuze propose a body without organs, 
the body of the schizophrenic subject that has potentialities beyond its immediate physical trappings, 
that could be interpreted as a shell, with its controls lying elsewhere or outside. This, indeed, is the 
very premise of cybernetics. As the human body gains credence as cyborg, or we should rather say as 
the cyborg gains credibility (consider the common use of ‘chatbots’ for virtual conversations, 
troubleshooting, offering solutions) and as humans become increasingly dependent on parallel 
cyborgian identities (consider logging into meetings or classes and wandering off, while our 
‘cyborgian’ identities remain logged in with a photograph or any sign, meaning we are virtually 
using a clone), the human body is getting increasingly separated from the intelligence or identity one 
wishes to don. Children ‘adulting’ or leading the lives of adults, growing up too soon without 
learning social and civic responsibility, or imbibing any social values, are leading more and more into 
the posthuman age, as human lives get devalued. Bodies, like Frankenstein’s creation, are 
increasingly viewed as the sum of discrete parts. In fact, as N Katherine Hayles notes, bodies in the 
posthuman times have literally come to be regarded as myriad extended, alterable prostheses. ii 
Hence, violence and cruelty have ceased to be deemed as such: they do not cause moral outrage, they 
cause no alarm, and do not extend beyond momentary physical pain. Prostheses, so long held taboo 
and integrated within a body only with shame and discomfort out of necessity, if at all 
accommodated, have become fashion accessories, and a differently-abled body makes one not only 
stand out in a crowd, but also to explore different dimensions of pain. There are teenagers who are 
amputees by choice, so that they can devise their bodies, fashion their bodies as they choose. The 
body as it comes, or the body as one is born into, is losing acceptability among the young and the 
restless. There are some youngsters who are going in for multiple plastic surgery, even when they 
have ‘good’ looks, to change the way they look from time to time. “Hanging” games or “cutting” 
games are apparently popular, both in reality and virtually on the internet, because they make the 
players/ participants/ victims feel “alive”iii with their ‘extreme’ nature. The body is a garment to be 
donned on a frame, to be ripped off and worn out, altered when it does not satisfy anymore.   

The face of terror as defined by organizations such as Al Qaeda, Boko Haram, ISIS and the 
Taliban has given new meaning to ‘horror’. Bodily integrity is no longer held as significant in these 
posthumanist times, and this extends to the way terror operates today. The modus operandi of 
insurgent jihadist groups like Boko Haram in Nigeria and Al Shabaab of Somalia involve abusing the 
human body in the most heinous of ways, mutilation and even desecration of dead bodies, 
amounting to what Adriana Cavarero terms ‘horrorism’,iv not to mention ‘body bombers’ or use of 
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human bombs, most of whom are women and children. ISIS, operating around the Middle East, 
adopts similar strategies, and shares with them a penchant for courting the media. Horrific acts such 
as beheadings, mutilations and dismemberment are captured on camera and uploaded on social 
media feeding the general scopophiliav the world is in the grip of. Mothers appearing to be carrying 
children in their arms or inside their bellies are are carrying bombs and blowing people up inspiring 
horror. The benign and the nurturing, the vessel that is to be the cradle of life destroying life as a 
bomb, the womb that carries no child but has a bomb strapped to it, the hand that nurtures-but-also-
murders, is a horrific transgression that the cultural imaginary cannot accept. That this idea is a 
lasting one is only proven by the myriad Hollywood ‘Alien’ and ‘Species’ film franchises which have 
been running for years. It is a paranoia embedded in the ‘collective unconscious’ of peoples across 
cultures: of the “monstrous mother” who might swallow one whole, the devouring maw, the abyss 
that might engulf one.vi The very foundation of the genre is the fear of powerful, unbounded women 
with ‘corruption’, ‘deviance’ pitted against ‘innocence’. These monstrous ‘Eves’ ensnare unwitting, 
innocent human males into copulating with them and engender new, hybrid, posthuman, cyborg 
species. Once the goal is achieved, the male partners, reduced to mere sperm providers and thus 
exhausted of their utility, are disposed gruesomely, their bodies torn or blown apart. The rest of the 
film is committed to rescuing the world from these alien monsters, exterminating these relentless 
breeds.  

In Horrorism: Naming Contemporary Violence, Adriana Cavarero recalls how a suicide bomber 
blew herself up in Baghdad, causing many casualties, most of whom were children being handed out 
candies by American soldiers.viiThe fact that such acts of terror, particularly targeting the innocent, 
the most harmless and defenceless, could be committed without qualms is what inspires horror. Also, 
that such an innocuous action as accepting candies could invite retaliatory action as bombing is 
horrifying. But what evokes horror the most is the remnant: whole bodies splattered and splintered 
into smithereens, identities erased and body parts mutilated, without any association as to which 
belongs to which body. She also talks about the father of the body bomber (Cavarero’s term), a girl 
whose head remained, severed from her body, and carried off and mourned by her father. A girl, a 
potential mother who is culturally conditioned to bring life into the world, is destroying life instead: 
this transgressive, aberrant behavior also evokes horror. Cavarero notes that in the Western 
imaginary such women are quickly associated with Medea, who killed off her own children, in 
addition to committing several other murders including that of her own brother, her husband, and his 
lover.viii The severed head is also mythically associated with Medusa, another woman killer who 
turned all who looked upon her to stone, but was ultimately vanquished and decapitated by 
Perseus.ix Interestingly, Medusa’s head still remained active and could be used as an effective weapon 
to stupefy enemies. The weaponizing of the woman’s body, giving her agency while at the same time 
stripping her of subjectivity, is another phenomenon that has come to rule contemporary violence. 
Many Islamic women, banished from public life behind the purdah, have turned to terror perhaps in 
a bid to gain subjectivity, however misplaced that belief may be. Wreaking violence makes them feel 
consequential, harming life gives them an agency they have otherwise been for ever denied. In most 
cases, however, they are used as bodies, carriers for explosives, strapped on or sometimes even 
surgically grafted into their bodies. Sometimes, vital organs are even culled out of them for 
harvesting before they are sent to their deaths as ‘body bombers’. This demonization of bodies to 
cause mass extermination is a cruel subversion of medical procedures that seek to enhance life and 
capabilities. They are thus rendered posthuman creatures, cyborgs, ‘monsters’, in a sense. A general 
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irreverence for the body, for integrity of the body pervades through all this as invasions, extractions, 
grafting, mutilations, decapitation, nothing is to be shied away from. Bomb explosions ensure 
maximum number of deaths and bodies are split into smithereens, as it is with landmines. 

‘Horrorist’ acts such as genocide, the Holocaust, terror activities such as bombing at schools 
and marketplaces and parks where people are least on their guard, cradles of innocence, are 
particularly directed at erasing ontology, or cleansing populations of ethnic peoples. Horror, therefore 
is engendered also when there is apparently no justifiable reason for a heinous crime committed, 
when there appears to have been no qualms in committing it, when something deemed too precious, 
too fragile, too noble has been destroyed. Frankenstein’s creature targets the child William, his 
creator’s young brother, as his first victim when his wrath could have been turned upon on his 
creator Victor himself, evoking horror and hatred. In Shakespeare’s Macbeth, the gentle, ‘meek’, 
Christ-like king Duncan’s murder inspires horror: “O horror, horror, horror!” (Macbeth 2.3.63-4). The 
nature and mode of murder, with multiple stabbings, with the divinely anointed, male body in power 
rendered so vulnerable as to be almost female, ‘leaking’ as a fountain from multiple wounds, also 
evokes horror. Perhaps no less horrifying is the blood smeared grooms of the King who too lay 
murdered, when in fact they were supposed to protect the monarch. The very sight is likened to a 
‘Gorgon’ such as Medusa, which would destroy anyone who looks upon it!xThe unacceptability and 
violation of the social code of hospitality (murdering one’s own guest when one is supposed to be 
responsible for the guest’s safety under one’s roof) adds to the horror of the incident. This very horror 
comes to revisit the play when Macbeth, the generator of such horror is himself decapitated, his body 
compromised and his power mocked, Medusa-like. Innocence gone wrong, or unexpectedly become 
guilty is a prime source of horror today. Kelly Oliver also explores this curious connect between 
exploitation of the ‘innocent’, the destruction or perhaps mutation of ‘innocence’ that evokes horror. 
For Julia Kristeva, the ‘powers of horror’ are evoked by this very sense of abjection, of being regarded 
as foreign and ambiguous, as belonging yet not belonging, recognizing yet not identifying with, in a 
way disowning because it arouses revulsion.xi 

In Women as Weapons of War: Iraq, Sex and the Media written in the wake of the US engagement 
with Iraq and Afghanistan, Kelly Oliver questions why the images from Abu Ghraib that surfaced on 
the internet in 2004 had so captured public imagination: if it is because the perpetrators of violence or 
abuse are women, young corporals, girls barely out of their teens who appear to be playing pranks on 
unsuspecting male prisoners rather than abusing them heinously. The implausibility of it, the 
grotesque nature of it all, nurturers becoming torturers, is both horrifying and captivating. They also 
serve for salacious pornography: young girls in charge of errant men, a popular masochistic 
‘dominatrix’ fantasy played out for real, in warzone. But as Oliver goes on to analyze what turns 
them into such ‘machines’, implying that young as they were, they were not singularly responsible, 
but were bred in a culture or ethos of non-caring, of being/ becoming less than human, or beyond the 
human: posthuman. In other words, they are also modern Frankensteinian ‘monsters’, ‘Eves’ that 
spell apocalypse for humanity as we think of it. Games that children play are not child’s play 
anymore for they involve deadly challenges. ‘High school kids pulling pranks’: this is exactly how the 
American authorities downplayed the torture and the psychological havoc wreaked by women 
soldiers on Iraqi prisoners. But the implications of the postures and the cruelty, in fact, subtlety of 
abuse (dogs barking around a naked man, man made to stand on a box, naked, with his arms 
outstretched in a telling caricature of the Crucifixion, to mention just a few of the now iconic 
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photographs), then the clicking of ‘selfies’ to make them trophies, as well as render them ‘heimlich’ or 
mundane and familiar… inspired horror. They were also a cruel caricature of contemporary 
sensibilities…and make us question the innocuous but violent, dark world of videogames, practice of 
videotaping private lives, private moments, of engaging in voyeurism, of peeping into bathrooms and 
bedrooms.  

In the book’s preface, Oliver notes the cultural trajectory of American life, and we see it 
extended into Indian life as well, when violent games have become a part of childhood, and children 
or teenagers are found wreaking violence or causing self-harm.xii Oliver suggests that it is the same 
irreverence for the body that  prompts such deviant behavior among youngsters away from 
warzones, in peacetime, as well. Feeding on a daily diet of violence pouring into domestic spaces 
desensitizes children and teenagers to violence, to the point that violence does not seem alarming or 
to be anything out of the ordinary. Extensive media coverage, reports straight from ground zero, of 
wars, bombings, crime… have ensured that there is a steady stream of violent images that fills the 
consciousness of people with access to technology. Thus the violent has become the mundane, the 
cruel and sadistic has become acceptable, and it all seems to be taken in stride. Child’s play that ends 
up killing playmates, abetment to suicide over webcams or virtual ‘relationships’ that blossom over 
social media, committing suicide on camera with friends helplessly or gleefully watching: these have 
become part of a macabre reality that we inhabit. A seemingly innocuous chat over video can become 
a suicide or murder enacted on camera anytime. Horror is thus generated by the conflation of the 
familiar and the unfamiliar, the ‘heimlich’ and the ‘unheimlich’, which are not expected together, 
giving rise to the uncanny.xiii Rapes, accidents, suicidal bids, all feed an appetite for voyeuristic 
consumption as the camera has become ubiquitous, the most graphic often ‘going viral’. As ‘reality 
shows’ blur the lines between the public and the private and present for voyeuristic consumption 
one’s private self, feelings, anger, outrage, shame… that viewers feed on. Pornography has given way 
to ‘snuff’ or films of sexual torture that actually enact and cause the participants’/ actors’ death. In the 
quest for ‘reality’ in the age of virtual mockery, nothing gets more real than pain. It is the only thing 
that cannot be denied, cannot be duplicated. Inflicting, suffering, causing pain, grievous hurt, is one 
way of asserting life. Thus the lack of guilt or any sense of wrongdoing when young female soldiers 
were ‘pulling pranks’ on hapless Iraqi prisoners, abusing them on many counts, and sending myriad 
alarming messages into the world. The fact that the perpetrators were young women, “weaponized” 
without their knowledge or understanding aroused both horror and perhaps served to reduce the 
gravity of the assault in the eyes of some. Abuse could be passed off as teenage prank, and made light 
of, justified to the world as some kind of vindication for ‘women of cover’. 

Among terror organizations, weaponizing the female and even little children has its own 
rationale: it is a convenient, effective way of evading detection and ensuring entry into most 
gatherings and constricted places. Though the popular Western view of these groups holds them as 
localized, communal and fundamentalist, feeding upon extreme poverty, deprivation, corruption and 
illiteracy rampant in Africa and the Middle East, philosophers Adriana Cavarero, Kelly Oliver and 
Judith Butler locate the same psychology amongst youth in seemingly progressive, educated, 
liberated societies. In this context Judith Butler explores what horrifies and what does not, what 
brings on moral outrage in whom, towards whom. In Frames of War, she questions the nature of 
‘moral outrage’: how it is brought on or mitigated by a regulation and conditioning of ‘affects’, when 
‘we’ are outraged, and who ‘we’ are.xiv It is a differential ‘we’ that does not encompass all lives, and 
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particularly leaves out those lives that are considered ‘ungrievable’.xv Whose are these ‘ungrievable’ 
lives, rendered precarious by the lack of subjectivity they are thrust into? When populations of such 
‘ungrievable’ lives are lost or bombed or exterminated, such events go uncovered by media, 
underreported and elicit little moral outrage or there is a definite lack of response by those whose 
lives ‘matter’. However, becoming body bombers willingly or unwillingly does require a degree of 
devaluation of the body on the part of the bombers themselves or those who force or influence them 
to become so. Judith Butler talks of the lack of social responsibility that people under ‘precarious’ 
circumstances grow up with. The state, the government show no responsibility towards them, and 
they are more vulnerable to famines, disasters, ravages of war than mainstream populations, for they 
are deemed unworthy of protection, deemed dispensable, and even as liability or burden. Donna 
Haraway defines the cyborg existence as one cut off from, or one without, history and not related to 
the past or the future, one of existing only in the act.xvi Stripping them from a sense of community, of 
not belonging anywhere, reducing them to ‘ungrievable’ lives in Butler’s words, or pointing out that 
their lives were ungrievable, that they were not linked to any larger social body or time, can bring 
about that split that would enable a devaluation of their own lives and others’. This ‘split’ between 
body and consciousness, the  schizophrenia that Deleuze and Guattari talk about that enables forming 
the ‘body without organs’xvii is a posthuman sensibility or rather, the lack of a sensibility severing the 
body (shell) from its controlling mechanism. This sense of being only in the moment without any debt 
to the past or ontology, is also a peculiarly posthuman sensibility that can directly be linked to the 
practice of ‘body-bombing’ and consequently, ‘horrorism’. Weaponising the body, severing it from 
subjectivity and turning it into machine, detaching it from the instinct of self preservation is denying 
the ‘human’ as well as reaching beyond the limits of the human. 
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Notes:   

                                                             
i Gilbert, Sandra M. and Susan Gubar. The Madwoman in The Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth Century 
Literary Imagination. Yale University Press, 1984, pp.233-239. 
iiHayles, N. Katherine. How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature and Informatics. The 
University of Chicago Press, 1999, p. 3. 
iiiIn Women as Weapons of War: Iraq, Sex and the Media, Kelly Oliver expresses her concern about these new age 
pastimes teenagers have adopted, to feel ‘reality’, for reality is too unreal for them; they cannot feel it enough. 
ivThe term ‘horrorism’ has been coined by Adriana Cavarero herself in the eponymous work Horrorism: Naming 
Contemporary Violence. 
v Mulvey, Laura.“Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”. Issues in Feminist Film Criticism, edited by Patricia 
Evans, Indiana University Press, 1990.Mulveyidentifies ‘scopophilia’ or pleasure of looking as one of the effects 
generated by mainstream Hollywood cinema driven by patriarchal male gaze to which women on screen are 
subjected. 
vi C G Jung in his Symbols of Transformation: An Analysis of the Prelude to a Case of Schizophrenia (translated by R.F. 
C. Hull, Princeton University Press, 1976, pp. 192-300) counts many such fantasies, dream symbols of the 
devouring mother lurking within the unconscious mind that manifest in such symbols as monstrous troglodytes 
or dragons. 
viiCavarero, Adriana. Horrorism: Naming Contemporary Violence. New Directions in Critical Theory. Columbia 
University Press, 2008, Introduction. 
viii Ibid, pp. 23-6. 
ix Ibid, pp. 11-15. 
xShakespeare, William. Macbeth, The Arden Shakespeare. Edited by Kenneth Muir, Thomson Asia Pvt. Ltd, 2004, 
p.63. 
xi Kristeva, Julia. Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection. Translated by Leon S. Roudiez, Columbia University 
Press, 1981, pp.1-9. 
xiiOliver, Kelly. Women As Weapons of War: Iraq, Sex and the Media. Columbia University Press, 2007, Preface, p.xii. 
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xiiiFreud, Sigmund. The Uncanny. https://uncanny.la.utexas.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/freud-
uncanny_001.pdf. Freud particularly uses this distinction between the familiar and the strange or unfamiliar, and 
the conflation of the two to explain the notion of the ‘uncanny’. 
xiv Butler, Judith. Frames of War: When is Life Grievable. Verso, 2009, pp.41-3. 
xvIbid. Butler builds the discourse of lives that go unrepresented and deemed irrelevant and inconsequential, so 
as to not be counted as human 
xviHaraway, Donna. “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology and Socialist Feminism in the 1980s.” 
https://monoskop.org/images/4/4c/Haraway_Donna_1985_A_Manifesto_for_Cyborgs_Science_Technology_and_
Socialist_Feminism_in_the_1980s.pdf. 
xviiThe ‘Body Without Organs’ is a complex idea, a potentiality, a ‘becoming’ or teleological process proposed by 
Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari in the two volumes of Capitalism and Schizophrenia: Anti-Oedipus(1972)and A 
Thousand Plateaus(1980). 
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