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Abstract

This chapter sets out to question whether it is possible to circumvent what Ghassan Hage has
identified as the ‘condemnation imperative’ — the pressing need felt by writers (and, by
extension, their readers) to distance themselves from the terrorists whose thoughts and actions
are represented. The notion that (difficult) empathy may afford some recognition of mutuality
is advanced. Empathy is not without its limitations, however. Entertaining the possibility of
sharing something with the perpetrator — a margin of overlap — does not guarantee any kind of
genuine conviction about that connection. The chapter thus examines fictional representations
as a strategy for augmenting imaginative faculties and providing scenarios that bypass personal
barriers. Since these biases are not easily overcome, the authors of these texts resort to narrative
strategies that induce readerly empathy for a character before the shadow of terrorism darkens
the page/screen. Such is the case in both Fatih Akin’s film, /n the Fade, and Omar El Akkad’s
novel, American War. In each, the viewer/reader is made to connect affectively with the female
protagonists — to feel for them before one is made to understand them. Furthermore, the gender
and ethnicity of these protagonists serve to subvert stereotypical conceptions of the terrorist.
After all, if one extends any kind of ‘forgiveness’ to these women, then one is obliged to
reconsider one’s stance towards others who have engaged in terroristic activities. Ambivalence
is elicited in readers/viewers, thus achieving some balance between forgiveness and
condemnation — inevitably disposing one to reconsider the ways in which one (instinctively)
conceptualises the terrorist.
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